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An Historical Ethnography of Black Women Teachers in the South
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ABSTRACT
Black women teachers carry a powerful legacy of teaching philosophies and practices
that center liberation, anti-racism, and resistance in their classrooms. Teacher education
programs in the United States often prioritize whiteness with Eurocentric canons of educational
philosophies that neglect to represent the rich ancestry of Black women as teachers in America.
When Black women teachers enter the field, they find that the nature of schooling today
continues an oppressive history that isolates, silences, and undervalues them. This study joins in
(re)membering the legacies and traditions of Black women teachers to inform our present and
future selves in the field. Dr. Anna Julia Cooper is among a lineage of Black women teachers
throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries whose early philosophies and teaching
embodiments illuminated the importance of Black women’s proximity to education and
liberation. Womanism and daughtering created the theoretical ground for this historical
ethnography to delineate the presence and influence of one historical and ancestral Black woman
teacher, Anna Julia Cooper, on the herstories and pedagogical practices of three Black women
teachers in the South. I used endarkened narrative inquiry to curate a study that represented

stories of presence, knowledge, and pedagogy in a lineage of Black women teachers that
emerged in a layered analysis of archival data, interviews, and my researcher’s journal. This
study positioned the presence of multiple generations of teachers who persisted through
oppression, developed care and accountability in their pedagogies, and served as vital holders
and producers of knowledge. The study illuminated their contributions through a short story
format to show the vitality of their wisdom for teacher preparation and the future of Black
women teachers. The implications of this study call for teacher education to embrace and nurture
the educational philosophies and practices of Southern Black women teachers throughout history
and educational research to support alternative qualitative methods and inquiry.
INDEX WORDS: Black women teachers, ancestral legacy, teacher education, Southern
educational studies, endarkened narrative inquiry, qualitative research, historical
ethnography, womanism, daughtering, desegregation, displacement
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Chapter 1
Introduction
Skin, rejected.
Voice, neglected.
Presence, unprotected.
Am I alone?
Wait,
I hear a voice.
Her voice is faint,
But I know she is there.
She echoes my words when I speak.
She guides me.
Tiffany was just one year away from being a certified and newly graduated teacher. At
the beginning of her student teaching assignment, we had an introductory conference to prepare
for our work together in completing her degree. As her university supervisor, I was excited to see
the spark in her eyes when she spoke about her hopes for the year, including working with her
Mentor Teacher and her students at a local charter school. More so, I was intrigued by Tiffany,
because it seemed that I was looking into a mirror instead of two separate screens on our Zoom
call. She looked like me: Brown skin, locs, glossy lips, neatly situated eyebrows. Yes, I thought.
Black women are entering the field despite the literature on recruitment (Carter-Thomas &
Darling-Hammond, 2017). I uttered the question I ask most new teachers, “Why do you want to
teach?”
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“I don’t know,” Tiffany began. “I just always wanted to help people who were usually
neglected by others.”
“Girl!” I broke my professional tone. “Do you know who Anna Julia Cooper is?” She
shook her head. “Do you realize that you just quoted her? Cooper is a Black woman whose
philosophies paved the way for how we (I gesture towards Tiffany and myself) teach.” I have
studied the life history, writings, speeches, and career of Dr. Anna Julia Cooper throughout my
doctoral program, so I instantly thought of Cooper’s description of her assignment to educate
those she called the “neglected people” (Cooper 1930/1998, p. 250). In my conversation with
Tiffany, she too knew her assignment as a Black woman teacher, but did she truly—to put it in a
popular social phrase—understand the assignment?
Black women teachers carry a powerful legacy of teaching philosophies and practices
that center liberation, anti-racism, and resistance in their classrooms despite institutional settings
that continuously neglect and reject their voices and contributions. Students in teacher education
programs, such as Tiffany, are often unaware of these rooted legacies and philosophies as they
learn to teach. Teacher education programs in the United States often prioritize whiteness
(Achinstein, et al., 2010; Sheets & Chew, 2002; Sleeter, 2001) with Eurocentric canons of
educational philosophies that neglect to represent the rich ancestry of Black women as teachers
in America. When Black women teachers enter the field, they find that the nature of schooling
today continues an oppressive history that isolates, silences, and undervalues Black women. Yes,
we know Michel Foucault, Lev Vygotsky, Jane Addams, and John Dewey, but do we know the
philosophies and practices of Black women such as Anna Julia Cooper, Mary McLeod Bethune,
and Fanny Jackson Coppin?
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In response to canonical educational philosophies, May (2007) notes a “rethinking of the
operative ‘origin stories’ in the field of education” is necessary (p. 171). Toward this goal of
shifting the focus in educational history, Moody-Turner (2018) explicitly calls on Anna Julia
Cooper, mostly recognized for her work and ideas on Black women, as a progenitor of critical
pedagogy whose critiques on educational practices we still see in education today. MoodyTurner cites Cooper’s writings, in particular “The Humor of Teaching” (Cooper, 1932) and
“Educational Chit-Chat” (Cooper, n.d.) to expand on her connection between Cooper’s early
ideas and the later theories of John Dewey, Hannah Arendt, C. Wright Mills, and Paolo Freire.
Cooper’s works critiqued the “craze for speeding and top-notching” (Educational Chit-Chat)—in
educational practices and what she believed to be the “diminishing” role of the teacher and the
student, criticizing the reductive teaching practices of teaching to the test and the learning
practices of rote memorization.
The early pedagogical philosophies and writings of Black women such as Anna Julia
Cooper reshaped teaching as a liberatory practice. Imagine the immense power of Black women
teachers who fully understand and embody the assignment, an ancestral legacy—a way—of
teaching that has been paved by Black women teachers from centuries ago? Imagine an
educational future that nurtures the wholeness of Black women in teacher preparation programs
and K-12 classrooms. Do you see the beauty and power? Not yet? Do not worry, this study helps
reimagine teacher preparation in a way that encourages us to “go back and fetch what we need
and bring it to this moment in order to move forward and (re)member who we’ve been, what
we’ve been through, who we are and can become” (Dillard, 2022, p. 10). I looked to Cooper’s
work to learn from and frame the stories of current teachers and begin to imagine what teaching
can become for me, for Tiffany, and the Black women who follow us into the profession.
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Cooper’s philosophical catalogue offers the opportunity to shape an inquiry into the legacies of
Black women teachers and the ways in which their practices continue to illuminate paths of
knowledge for teachers (Howell et al, 2019). Indeed, it led me to my research study.
This study presented a case for a certain population of Black women teachers who center
forms of liberatory pedagogies in their teaching philosophies and practices. In doing so, this
study explored how the presence of Anna Julia Cooper’s ancestral legacy intersects with these
present-day Black women teachers’ understandings of their identities, schooling experiences, and
pedagogical practices. To reflect Dillard’s words above, the philosophies of Black women
teachers that come before us guide and strengthen our current and future ways of knowing what
it means to be whole as a Black person and as a woman and as a teacher. There is power in
understanding how such a legacy of Black women teachers, like Anna Julia Cooper, Mary
Mcleod Bethune, Septima P. Clark, and others who understood their teaching as community
work, enters with us when we show up in our respective classrooms. We are the fruit of an
ancient tree (Dash, 1991): When Black women enter the classroom as teachers, our ancestors and
our foremothers enter with us. These ancestors and foremothers may or may not be literal blood
relatives. Instead, these women encompass the lineage of Black women teachers in America
since the foundational practices and philosophies were established by Black women teachers like
Anna Julia Cooper. Present-day Black women teachers stand on the “shoulders of giants [and]
possess a historic lineage and legacy in the U.S. education system” (Farinde-Wu, 2018, p. 248).
Yet, as revealed in my conference with Tiffany, these ancestral legacies are often hidden and
unknown. This study unearthed the roots of Anna Julia Cooper’s educational legacy in the
philosophies and practices of present-day Black women teachers. In this study, I engaged the
past as prologue as a daughter-researcher, and explored my own genealogical legacy of teaching
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through unearthing the herstories of Black women teachers in my community (Cooper, 1892;
Dash, 1991).
The writings, philosophies, and teachings of Black women who came before us act as a
presence that guide us, warn us, affirm us, and fortify us (Russell et al., 2015). Research on
historical Black women teachers unveil and affirm the importance of herstories, specifically
Black women teachers, in teacher education and the historical contexts of being a Black woman
teacher (Gist et al., 2018; Hodge, 2017; Muhammad et al., 2020). Much of what is considered
anti-racist teaching is found in the everyday pedagogical decisions and practices—the
assignment—of Black women teachers working and leading in classrooms across the nation
(Foster, 1993; Ladson-Billings, 1995).
Purpose & Research Questions
The significance of this study was three-fold: (1) highlighting the influence of Black women
teachers’ work in current pedagogical practices; (2) providing historical context and connections
among Black women teachers’ philosophies, practices, and presence; and (3) honoring the
foremothers of Black women teachers. This study delineated the presence and influence of one
historical and ancestral Black woman teacher, Anna Julia Cooper, on the herstories and
pedagogical practices of Black women teachers. I highlight Cooper’s ancestral legacy and
philosophies because of her own identity development, approaches to teaching, and her
philosophies of the role of Black women in the South. In 1892, Cooper theorized the role of
Black women in society as the colored woman’s office, a philosophy that centers Black women’s
intersectional identities as essential tools for liberating all people.
This study joins the growing community of scholars who focus on the influence and history
of Black women teachers to expand our understanding of the legacies and traditions that continue

6

today (Collier-Thomas, 1982; Gist et al., 2018; Hodge, 2017; Muhammad et al., 2020).
Specifically, this study examined the ancestral legacy of Cooper through the story of my great
aunt Mrs. Geneva Woods, a respected and honored Black woman teacher in a Pike County,
Georgia. Cooper is among a lineage of Black women teachers throughout the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries whose philosophies and practices paved the way for Black womanhood and
education. The following research questions grounded this study:
1. What are the intersections between the philosophies and practices of Anna Julia Cooper
and present-day Black women teachers?
2. How do Black women teachers embody and continue philosophies and legacies of
ancestral Black women teachers?
Here, I pause to delineate my intention in using the term Black women teachers. I use this paper
to solidify my personal preference in using “Black” instead of “African-American” to refer to a
racial demographic group of teachers in the U.S. South who are of African descent. I stand with
scholars (Baugh, 1991; Smitherman, 1991), journalists (Eligon, 2020; Tharps, 2014), and The
Diversity Style Guide (Kanigel, 2019) who moved to capitalize the term “Black” when referring
to a racial demographic group. This study exposes teachers and teacher educators to examples of
Black women teachers, the roles they have played and continue to play in education, specifically
in the traditions of their pedagogies of care and liberation, and how their contributions impact
others (Dixson & Dingus, 2008). It is important to also note here that this study does not attempt
to situate all Black women teachers as liberatory pedagogical agents. Instead, this study elevates
a certain caliber of Black women teachers who employ specific pedagogical strategies and
philosophies and realize teaching as a form of community work.
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As an early career scholar, this study was conducted to be in conversation with past and
current research on the seeds of Black women teachers, specifically Dr. Anna Julia Cooper, and
enact what Dillard (2021) called (re)membering: “But how can we teach if we do not know what
brought us to this place, the stories of our ancestors’ movement and migrations, how we came to
be who are and the legacies that we embody?” (p. 177). (Re)membering offers an opportunity to
inform how teacher educators nurture the next generation of teachers, especially Black women
teachers. We need to go back and understand our ancestors and how their philosophies come
alive within our teaching practices.
I began with Anna Julia Cooper as one ancestor whose philosophies and practices guided
my historical ethnography. I believe that the transformative power of reimagining teacher
education discourse and curriculum requires the theories and philosophies of Black women
teachers. Centering the ancestral legacy of Black women teachers in teacher education puts
theory into practice in an extraordinary way. It is not enough to add courses on multicultural
education (Sleeter, 2001) or culturally responsive teaching to program degree catalogs and
expect the next generation of teachers to create anti-racist classrooms that welcome diverse
voices, experiences, and ways of thinking. As Zoss et al. (2014) note, preservice teachers need
experiences and knowledge to recognize and support the possibilities of multicultural diversities.
Learning about the legacies of Black women teachers can positively impact student teachers in
the same way scholars discuss the imperative for culturally responsive teaching, especially as the
profession seeks the root cause of declining recruitment and retention of Black teachers in the
past three decades (McKinley, 2010; Thevenot, 2021). I argue that understanding the fruitful
lineages of Black women teachers throughout intergenerational eras makes visible liberatory,
transformative philosophies and practices that can inform the next generation of teachers.
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Anna Julia Cooper: Historical Contexts and Background
Dr. Anna Julia Cooper is among an affinity of Black women who, during the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries, championed educational rights and opportunities for Black women in the
United States. Cooper (1892) argued that the attainment of civil and educational rights for Black
women would lead to the liberation of all people. Despite Cooper’s revolutionary and
foundational scholarship in education, literature, activism, pedagogy, and feminism, Cooper is
often unmentioned or unconsidered among other trailblazers in those respective fields. Cooper’s
resume, including written publications, community activism, social club membership, and
speaking engagements, displays a life of diligence and determination for the mission she had for
her community. Surely, there are a number of Black women trailblazers in education, yet this
dissertation is specifically in conversation with Cooper’s educational philosophies and legacies.
She specifically positioned and elevated the power of her voice as a Black woman in the South:
I speak for the colored women of the South, because it is there that the millions of
blacks in this country have watered the soil with blood and tears, and it is there too that
the colored woman of America has made her characteristic history, and there her
destiny evolving. (Cooper, 1893/1998b)
Therefore, my focus on Anna Julia Cooper in a study on the traditions and legacies of Black
women teachers resists and rejects deficit discourses and stereotypes on the intellectualism that
the American South offers. Specifically, this study calls attention to the lessons that can be
learned from Black women teachers in the South.
In this section, I provide biographical context and background of Anna Julia Cooper.
Next, I theorize Cooper’s philosophies and current scholarship on her legacy in feminism and
education. In doing so, I present an ancestral legacy framework that I use to theorize the study. In
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chapter three, I further expand how the curated framework informs the data collection and
analysis processes. Now, allow me to introduce you to our guide: Dr. Anna Julia Cooper.
Born in 1858, Anna Julia Haywood experienced life in Raleigh, North Carolina as an
enslaved child and later as a free child living in the South during the Reconstruction era. Cooper
was raised by her enslaved mother. Her childhood experiences as both an enslaved and free
person are important in understanding her intellectual philosophies and perspectives on social
justice, education, and liberation for her race. In fact, her experiences of being Black, poor, and
woman during this era “profoundly shaped her race, class, and gender antioppressionist
consciousness” (Johnson, 2017, p. 52). She lived in a perilous time for Black people, especially
enslaved Black people, to pursue any literacy efforts, yet Cooper saw opportunity on the horizon
for the future of Black communities in America. In her most notable work, Voice from the South,
Cooper (1892) shares her vision for hope in the future, fueled by her past experiences. She
believed that “the struggle with nature is over, the struggle with ideas begins” (p. 61). Living
through historical eras of evolution and progress for Black people, Cooper viewed the end of a
time rooted in racial and gendered oppression as an opportunity for intellectual advancement.
Cooper’s educational achievements demonstrate that the oppressions of slavery and the
Reconstruction era influenced her fight for racial justice, educational access, and social change
(Johnson, 2000).
Cooper enrolled in St. Augustine’s Normal School and Collegiate Institute in North
Carolina as a scholarship student in 1867. At the age of ten, Cooper’s teaching career began
early: At St. Augustine’s she served as a peer teacher. Cooper’s experiences at St. Augustine
exposed her to the political philosophy of a Black diaspora. She also experienced sexism,
especially in the case of educational access for girls. As May (2012) notes, these experiences
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both shaped Cooper’s political perspectives and mission to advocate “both race and gender
liberation without ranking one form of freedom over the other” (p. 15). Four years after she
completed her high school diploma, and after years of teaching and studying, Cooper left St.
Augustine in 1881 and enrolled in Oberlin College alongside Ida Gibbs Hunt and Mary Church
Terrell, two Black women who also became teachers and activists. Cooper graduated from
Oberlin in 1884 with a B.A. degree in mathematics. Cooper’s teaching career then led her to
Wilberforce University in Ohio and later back to St. Augustine’s in North Carolina.
In 1887, Cooper began her next teaching tenure in Washington, D.C. at the M Street High
School, the first public high school for Black students, later named Dunbar High School and still
serving students today. She served as teacher and later principal of M Street for over 35 years.
During her time at M Street, she was an advocate for students and their academic achievements.
As principal, Cooper helped the high school receive accreditation from elite universities and
colleges. She rejected racism in district-mandated school textbooks and revised the school’s
curriculum to better fit the needs of her students. Academic achievement was on the rise during
Cooper’s tenure at M Street. Her students scored higher than white students in the district and
they gained admission and scholarships to universities including Brown, Cornell, Howard, Fisk,
and Atlanta. Cooper was a “pedagogical force not only in the classroom but also as an outspoken
public speaker, a highly regarded author, and a dedicated community advocate for civil rights
and sex equity” (May, 2012, p. 20). Her teaching career continued into the mid-1940s and
included positions at Lincoln University in Kansas and Frelinghuysen University in Washington,
D.C. At Frelinghuysen, she served as university president, and (after financial turmoil at the
institution) held class meetings at her T Street home.
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Cooper’s voice was heard nationwide. Of her many speaking invitations, she addressed
audiences at the national convention of African American Episcopal clergymen in 1890, the
Congress of Representative Women at the Chicago Columbian Exposition in 1893, the first
national conference of the National Association of Colored Women in 1895, and the all-male
American Negro Academy in 1897. Cooper was among few other Black women who were
invited to speak at these conventions and engagements. She was the only woman invited to speak
at the American Negro Academy. In her speeches, Cooper called upon her intellectual and
political experiences and perspectives to advocate for equitable educational access for Black
women and expose discrimination in the church and the “exclusionary, racist practices and
narrow vision” of white feminists (May, 2021, p. 21). As a teacher and activist during the Jim
Crow era, Cooper still believed and demonstrated that education was a form of resistance in the
face of racism. She later became the fourth Black woman in the U.S. to receive a doctoral
degree.
Cooper’s Legacy
Looking back on Cooper’s legacy parallels with her own philosophies of knowledge,
learning, and being. Cooper (1892) was a progenitor for experiential knowledge grounded in
retrospection, introspection, and prospection.
We look back, not to become inflated with conceit because of the depths from which we
have arisen, but we may learn from wisdom from experience. We look within that we
may gather once more our forces, and, by improved and more practical methods, address
ourselves to the tasks before us. We look forward with hope and trust that the same God
whose guiding hand led our fathers through and out of the gall and bitterness of
oppression. (p. 9-10)
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This quote introduces and illustrates not only my understanding of Cooper’s ancestral legacy, but
her own understanding of the legacy she knew she was building through her work and
philosophies.
Aldridge (2007) notes, although she is not the formal founder of the Africana womanist
movement, a term coined in the late 1980s by Clenora Hudson-Weems, Cooper, “gave voice to
its ideas in the latter part of the [nineteenth] century” (p. 286). In their respective fields, Glass
(2006), Hubbard (2009), Ferguson (2014), and Moody-Turner (2018) contribute to the increasing
scholarly acknowledgement of Cooper’s foundational ideals in epistemologies, pedagogical
practices, and leadership practices long before the official coining of terms used today. Cooper
contributed to the foundation for what it means to be a Black woman. In her writings and
speeches, we find a firm belief in accountability, social responsibility, identity, pedagogy as
activism, and located knowledge. In this section, I curate and examine five lasting legacies that
resonate from the study of Cooper’s philosophies, experiences, and career: accountability, social
responsibility, identity, pedagogy as activism, and located knowledge.
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Figure 1
Ancestral Legacy of Anna Julia Cooper

Accountability
Cooper challenged the political and social intentions and actions of Black men and White
women. Lemert and Bhan (1998) describe Cooper’s intentionality in critiquing communities that
refused to advocate for Black women: “Her respectful, if firm, critiques of the Black man and the
white woman served her primary purpose, to give voice to the [B]lack woman” (p. 19). Cooper
(1893/1998b) spoke out that Black women were missing from many of the conversations for
equality. Since she believed that the acquisition of Black women’s rights meant the “final
triumph of all,” she used her platform to write, speak, and resist the silencing of Black women.
To Cooper (1892), it was her purpose to hold others accountable because only the “open-eyed,
but hitherto voiceless Black Woman of America” can speak on the weight and the fret of “long
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dull pain” (p. xi). Cooper held many communities, especially Black men, White women of the
feminist movement (notably Anna Howard Shaw) and the Christian church, accountable for their
treatment, considerations, and support of Black women in the mission to support their
advancement in higher education. Cooper (1930) worked closely with Black men such as W. E.
B. du Bois and Booker T. Washington, White feminists, and the Christian church in her activism
for the social uplifting of the Black community. Yet, her ideals of care meant holding responsible
parties accountable in their biases and absence of support of Black women, according to her own
values. Glass (2006) and Moody-Turner (2018) also retrocede from current underpinnings of
care theory and highlight evidence of Cooper’s ideals for ethics of care before the coining of the
term. In her study of Cooper, Glass (2006) positions Cooper’s tools of attention and compassion
in the face of racism and sexism with the present tenets of care, emotions of love, sympathy, and
benevolence. For Cooper, care, paired with cooperation and compassion, were alternative models
for the dominant discourse’s nature of “narrow self-interest” and competition (Glass, 2006, p.
81). Cooper viewed this form of care—through accountability—as her life’s work and closely
aligned with her general philosophy. As discussed in the next section of her legacy, Cooper felt
that accountability was a part of her social responsibility in voicing the experiences of Black
women in the South.
Social Responsibility
Cooper believed that Black women were the catalysts for racial progression and held a
unique position and opportunity to lift the race into a liberated future. Cooper (1892) foretold
that the plain duty of being a Black woman entails a battle of sacrifice and hardship for the
benefit of the community. When Black women advanced in educational, economical, and social
sectors, so did their racial community. “It was not enough for her to secure a seat for herself at
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the table; she sought also to inspire those in educational, social or financial positions of privilege
to use their advantages to support and propel systematic programs of social change” (MoodyTurner & Stewart, 2009, p. 36). In doing so, Cooper laid the foundation of Black women’s social
responsibility in her philosophies on the roles of Black women. To Cooper (1892), the “colored
woman’s office” (p. 68) embodied racial uplift as a moral and social responsibility to the Black
community. This office was the duty of Black women to educate themselves and to educate and
uplift others. Cooper believed that Black women were the best recipients and givers of social
change.
Identity
Cooper’s strong belief in self-definition and -embodiment demonstrates the ways Black
women live their philosophies through their identities. Cooper saw the role of teacher as an
extension of her mission as a Black woman. By the same token, she is not as renowned and
acknowledged for her contributions, theory, and practice as a Black women teacher, leader,
writer, speaker, and theorist. The erasure or lack of acknowledgement of her professional, social,
and philosophical work can arguably also relate to the present-day experiences of Black women
teachers since Cooper’s era. The murder of George Floyd at the hands of a Minneapolis police
officer in 2020 ignited a shift toward anti-racist teaching practices and curricula in educational
institutions (Grace et al., 2020; Kitchen & Berry, 2022). In the efforts of schools, districts, and
communities to organize panels, events, and professional development about anti-racist teaching,
there were times that Black women were missing from the conversations. Most importantly, the
groundwork of Anna Julia Cooper was hardly at the forefront of these conversations. Yet Cooper
(1893/1998b) boldly spoke for the Black women, at times specifically for Black women in the
South: “Yet all through the darkest period of the colored women’s oppression in this country her
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yet unwritten history is full of heroic struggle, a struggle against fearful and overwhelming odds,
that often ended in a horrible death, to maintain and protect that which woman holds dearer than
life” (p. 202). Identity and sense of self are vital elements in the work and knowledge of Black
women in the United States (Collins, 2010).
Located (Situated) Knowledge
Ferguson (2014) labels Cooper as a foundational situated knower and argues that her
work and philosophies illustrate the term before the coining of the term in feminist epistemology
(Haraway, 1991) and later application in Black feminist thought (Collins, 2010). Situated
knowledge or located knowledge is an epistemology that prioritizes the impact of the subject’s
socially constructed understandings on the subject’s experiences. Located knowledge functions
as a validated source of knowledge that “provide[s] Black women with a measure of control over
how they think about and deal with multiple forms of oppression” (Ferguson, 2014, p. 62).
Ferguson (2014) describe Cooper as a situated knower, because she “effectively assessed the
socio-political environment, and applied her knowledge and understanding of the conditions
directly confronting her and Black American women to the issues at hand” (p. 63). Cooper’s
work and mission as a Black woman understood and advocated for Black women as epistemic
agents, an idea explicitly demonstrated in Black feminist thought (Collins, 2010). Black women's
experiences are not only a form of epistemology, but also a large factor in the advancement of
the race (Ferguson, 2014). In her speeches and writings, Cooper consistently made a point to
acknowledge her standpoint and the significance of her knowledge as a Black woman,
particularly one from the South. Her most notable quote sheds light on her understanding and
centering of Black women as the sole speakers of their knowledge and experiences: “Only the
BLACK WOMAN can say ‘when and where I enter, in the quiet, undisputed dignity of my
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womanhood, without violence and without suing or special patronage, then and there the whole
Negro race enters with me’” (Cooper, 1892, p. 31). Cooper’s experiential knowledge
demonstrated the immense knowledge that Black women possess to emphasize and “alleviate
racial, gender, and economic issues facing Black women” (Ferguson, 2014, p. 63). Cooper
positioned Black women as intellectual informants who determine the regeneration and progress
of their community.
Pedagogy as Activism
With the social responsibility of Black women in uplifting and advancing their
communities, Cooper expressed in her work and showed in her life that one of the key purposes
of education was social change. “My one aim is…to hold a torch for the children of a group too
long exploited and too frequently disparaged in its struggling for the light” (Souvenir, 1925, n.d).
Through education, Cooper believed that the oppressed and neglected could be liberated and
lifted. Cooper’s voice was among the infamous debates between Booker T. Washington and
W.E.B. du Bois on vocational education or classic education for Black people during the era.
Cooper believed that access to vocational and intellectual education created more opportunities
for freedom. In her On Education manuscript, Cooper (1930/1998d) expressed her firm belief in
what education scholars now refer to as culturally relevant pedagogy (Ladson-Billings, 1995)
and culturally sustaining pedagogy Paris (2012). Today, scholars like Paris (2012) note that
culturally sustaining pedagogies benefit all students, especially Black and Brown students.
Cooper (1930/1998d) contended that
the wisest plan of education for any people should take cognizance of past and present
environment, should note the forces against which they must contend, or in unison with
which they must labor in the civilization of which they form a part. (p. 250)
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Black women teachers come from a lineage of teachers like Cooper who embody activism and
liberation through their pedagogy. In doing so, Black women teachers can continue the legacy of
centering the cultural experiences and geniuses of their students while simultaneously resisting
systemic oppressions that she and her students may face.
Positioning Cooper with Present-day Black Women in Education
Cooper (1892) positioned the colored woman’s office as the duty and responsibility of
elevated and educated Black women to vitalize their community and inspire regeneration and
progress. “There is material in them well worth your while, the hope in germ of a staunch,
helpful, regenerating womanhood on which, primarily, rests the foundation stones of our future
as a race” (p. 9). As we consider present-day Black women teachers, Cooper’s words,
experiences, and position on the work of Black women teachers still ring true.
To call Anna Julia Cooper multi-faceted would be quite an understatement. The rigor,
relevancy, and legacy of Cooper’s ideals transcend race and gender. Moody-Turner (2018)
asserts that Cooper’s literature should be considered within and beyond the Black theoretical
framework. Cooper’s work has been considered in the fields of educational theory and policy,
religious studies, women’s studies, and philosophy. Guy-Sheftall (2009) explicitly acknowledges
that though Black scholars are beginning to consider Cooper, “they tend to be limited by their
narrow focus on Voice from the South” (p. 14). Cooper scholars and their work (Ferguson, 2014;
Guy-Sheftall, 2009; May, 2007; Moody-Turner, 2018) illustrate the point that there is immense
scholarship to be contributed to multiple fields on Cooper’s ideas and writings; so much so that
Guy-Sheftall (2009) predicted that the next decade would see an outpouring of research made
possible due to larger exposure of Anna Julia Cooper in women’s studies and Black or AfricanAmerican studies courses.
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Scholars agree that although Cooper is a name that must be mentioned when discussing
the Black women movers and shakers of activism and education in the late nineteenth century
and early twentieth century (Ferguson, 2014; Guy-Sheftall, 2009; May, 2007), she is also a name
that has been erased and unconsidered in foundational literature. May (2007) found that “when it
comes to ‘minority’ theorists—implicitly or overtly marked by their gender, race/ethnicity,
sexuality, disability, citizenship or class— there seems to be a penchant for their life stories yet
perfunctory interest in or attention to their ideas” (p. 40). This is ever the case in Cooper’s
scholarship and its consideration in multiple fields. Guy-Sheftall (2009) agrees with May
(2007)’s comprehensive analysis of Cooper in Anna Julia Cooper, Visionary Black Feminist: A
Critical Introduction, where she describes Cooper's radical, insurgent, and prophetic work and
ideals as also invisible or marginalized in the fields of Africana studies, social philosophy, and
feminist studies. Brittney Cooper (2017) defines a “true race woman” as a woman who must be
“concerned not only with the moral and social character of the race, as the ideology of true
womanhood dictated, but also with the ‘intellectual character’ of the race’” (p. 13). As a race
woman, Cooper directly identified her work as her duty as a teacher and principal. Based on her
profile of Cooper’s leadership, Ferguson’s (2014) contends with her belief that leadership as a
teacher and principal required sacrifice and might not yield rewards of substantive material or
monetary value. Cooper’s practice of selfless pedagogical practice for the good of the
community is one that is still evident in the current pedagogy of Black teachers who are more
likely to endure low teacher pay and lacking teacher resources to teach at urban and rural schools
that reflect their racial demographic (Achinstein, et al., 2010). Her experience overcoming racial
and gendered oppression and discrimination ignited her passion for the advancement of African
American communities, especially women. Cooper’s passion for racial advancement was also
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paired with accountability for the communities she worked alongside in her mission: Black men,
White feminists, and the Christian church (Aldridge, 2007; Hubbard, 2009).
During the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, Anna Julia Cooper’s activism and
scholarship involved close partnerships with Black men, White feminists, and the Christian
Church. Despite the instances of sexism, racism, and the wavering support from these groups,
Cooper still made it her life’s work to collaborate and hold these parties accountable in their
treatment and support of Black women. Her sense of care and leadership as a race woman shaped
her work as a teacher and a principal. Burciaga and Kohli (2018) found that the experiences of
teachers of color translate into community capital wealth. Yet, these experiences and
understandings are still unvalued in their schools. Like Cooper, Black women’s community
capital wealth, experiences, and situated knowledge (Collins, 2010; Ferguson, 2014), position
them as valuable situated knowers of the issues that affect Black women. Black women enter the
profession with a strong mission to “ensure that young people have the practical skills and
psychosocial tools to succeed, and often enact a sophisticated pedagogy that is both disruptive
and personally enriching, even as they teach in institutions of higher education” (Hudson-Vassell
et al., p. 133, 2018). Cooper’s legacy is rooted in her foundational ideals, experiences, and
steadfastness and is present in the socialization and motivations for teaching, especially among
Black women.
Mrs. Geneva Woods (1934-2018)
Historical ethnography creates an opportunity to illustrate an example of the connectivity
of Cooper’s educational legacy and intergenerational lineages of Black women teachers in the
South. Cooper, an educator born and raised in the South, firmly signified the connectivity of her
identity as a Black woman teacher with her geographical position. Through historical
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ethnography, I (re)member and center the story of my great aunt Mrs. Geneva P. Mangham
Woods (1934-2018) as a Black woman teacher in rural Georgia through eras of segregation and
integration. Auntie Geneva attended all-Black schools in Pike County, Georgia, including East
Pike Elementary School and Pike County Consolidate High School. She studied science at Fort
Valley State University, a public land-grant historically Black university in Fort Valley, Georgia.
Auntie Geneva was a well-known educator and advocate for her students and community
throughout her teaching career and personal life. Through historical ethnography, I seek to
examine the layers of Auntie Geneva’s legacy among an intergenerational lineage of Black
women teachers through the stories of her students, colleagues, family, and archival documents.
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Figure 2
Plaque Reveal in January 2022 in Pike County High School, Zebulon, Georgia

Summary
In this chapter, I introduced the absence of historical Black women teachers’ voices and
philosophies in teacher education. In my argument for the (re)membering (Dillard, 2021) of
foremothers such as Anna Julia Cooper, I also introduce a research study that seeks to understand
the intergenerational connectivity of Black women teachers and the ways in which the past
informs the present and the future. In the next chapter, I review literature that best illustrates how
this study speaks to and with current scholarly conversations on Black women teachers.
Following the literature review, the third chapter outlines the methodological design of the study,
including methods of data collection, data analysis, and data representation.
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Chapter 2
Review of Literature
This study unearthed ancestral legacies and traditions of Black women teachers and how
they embody the philosophies of Anna Julia Cooper in their pedagogies. In doing so, this work
expands past and current literature on the historical stories (herstories), contributions, and seeds
of Black women teachers in the United States. The literature is focused on Black women teachers
who center liberation, anti-racism, culturally responsive/sustaining pedagogies, and
antioppresionism in their pedagogical praxis. Before we begin the journey of unearthing
ancestral legacies, I walk us through the gardens of research on Black women teachers that
contribute to a full and rich understanding of our traditions, experiences, and pedagogical
ideologies. Historically, the hypothetical lines between the professional identity and personal
identity of Black women teachers are blurred and intertwined (Irvine & Hill, 1990). Life
experiences of enduring oppressions at the intersections of being Black and woman inform how
Black women teachers utilize their role in the classrooms and other educational settings to “fight
against racial injustice and educational ignorance” (Irvine & Hill, 1990, p. 244). Because the
Black woman is, as Malcolm X puts it, the most “disrespected,” “neglected,” and “unprotected”
person in the United States, she has a unique perspective on liberation and freedom for all, but
especially her community.
Anna Julia Cooper devoted her life to inspiring others, especially her racial community,
to pursue liberation through intellectual advancement. Her position extended beyond the
classroom. In fact, her position extended into her personal home when she held classes in her T
Street residence for Frelinghuysen University students during the institution’s financial turmoil.
Cooper, like her colleague, classmate, and neighbor Mary Church Terrell, saw her professional
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role as an educator as an extension of her identity as a Black woman. In other words, Black
women teachers have walked the walk and talked the talk to educate, liberate, and elevate their
communities. Like the intricate art of hair braiding, these legacies and traditions have been
preserved, transformed, and passed down throughout generations of Black women teachers.
Because of this legacy, present-day Black women teachers tend to understand their roles outside
of the typical job description and schooling hours of their respective schools as extensions of
their platforms for community activism (Dixson, 2003), uplift, liberation, and care (BeauboeufLafontant, 2002; Watson, 2018; Williams, 2018) and othermothering (McCray et al., 2002).
This chapter is divided into three sections that explore research studies centered in the
stories and herstories of Black women teachers and their legacies, traditions, and experiences.
Specifically, these sections organize three themes that emerged from database searches on
legacies of Black women teachers: socialization, pedagogical practices, and workplace
experiences and conditions. Each of the themes represent an important factor in considering the
ancestral legacy of Black women teachers. The critical exploration of literature centered in the
historical and present-day contexts and connections of Black women teachers shows established
research methods, such as life history methodology, and theories, including womanism, Africana
womanism, endarked feminist epistemology Black feminism. Save a few studies and articles, I
prioritized Black women scholars throughout this proposal, but especially in this review.
Black Women Teachers and Teacher Education
This study extends current conversations and further illustrates the significance for a reimagining
of teacher education that centers the pedagogical theories, philosophies, and brilliance of Black
women teachers (Dillard, 2021; Dixson & Dingus, 2008; Muhammad et al., 2020). Although this
review of literature focuses on the curricula of teacher education programs, I include other
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factors such as exams as gatekeepers to provide a full scope of teacher education for Black
women teachers. Teacher education programs that include the stories of Black women teachers
“support the authentic integration of unique and largely untapped approaches for improving
educational practices” (Muhammad et al., 2020, p. 421). Education policy and practice privilege
universalist and reductivist (McKinney de Royston, 2020) approaches to pedagogy that
invalidate the presence and power of Black women teachers, especially in teacher education
programs.
Even with the elimination of performance-based certification assessments such as edTPA
requirements in numerous teacher education programs across the United States, exams such as
the Praxis I still serve as gatekeepers for admission into the profession (Young & Easton-Brooks,
2020). Young and Easton-Brooks (2020) call for teacher education programs to consider
intentional actions such as ethnic- and gender-matched mentorship and exam preparation courses
to “develop more positive perceptions of education as a welcoming profession” for Black women
teachers (p. 395). Gatekeeping admission exams such as Praxis I and the exclusion of Black
women teachers’ presence and voices in teacher education discourages Black women from
pursuing careers in education (Bennett, et al., 2006; Young & Easton-Brooks, 2020). Discussion
and studies on teaching pipeline programs demonstrate the potential influence on Black girls’
schooling experiences and recruitment and retention of Black women teachers (Gist et al., 2018;
Farinde-Wu, 2018). These programs cultivate interest in education-related careers from K-12
schools to higher education and encourage recruitment of Black women teachers into the
profession. Pipeline programs offer mentorship, attend to the socialization and tradition of
introducing and nurturing Black women into the profession. In doing so, these programs,
according to Gist et al. (2018), attend to healing of negative schooling experiences and
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cultivating early career opportunities for Black girls in a way that “shelters, strengthens, and
sustains Black girls during their secondary and higher education experiences as they prepare to
become teachers, and extends to induction and professional supports when they become
educators in the classroom” (p. 57). This study builds upon the literature on gatekeeping factors
and restorative opportunities through mentorship and curricula representation for Black girls and
women in their teaching pursuits.
Socialization and Generational Traditions of Black Women Teachers
I position this study on existing research on generational traditions of socialization in the
forms of mothering, othermothering, and mentoring. In considering the social nature of the Black
women teacher’s position, it is important to understand the historical contexts of Black women
teachers’ entry into education. Black women teachers entered the field in the nineteenth century
as a necessity in response to growing numbers of Black students attending segregated school
facilities (Irvine & Hill, 1990).
Black teachers, in general, during the pre-Brown segregation era were role models who
assumed the tasks of advancing opportunities for their students and communities. In advancing
their own academic careers, Black women teachers also improved and uplifted those around
them. Scholars like Irvine (1989) disagree with the image of present-day Black teachers as role
models and further argues that Black teachers in segregated schools were instead racial uplift
teachers who “prepare[d] Black students for freedom, respectability, independence, and selfreliance” (p. 54). Racial uplift teachers embodied and carried the torch of social traditions for
liberation through educational achievement.
Early Black women teachers were “a constant, caring force that sustained [Black]
education, endured hardships and obstacles presented by the majority society” (Irvine & Hill,
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1990, p. 250). Qualitative research studies on the socialization of Black teachers (Dingus, 2008),
in particular Black women teachers (McCray et al., 2003), illustrate a strong lineage of Black
women teachers in the United States who continue to carry unique intergenerational connections
and traditions that foster how and why Black women enter the teaching profession. Specifically,
mothers and othermothers as teacher-encouragers who plant seeds of encouragement, support,
and mentorship (Dingus, 2003; Dixson & Dingus, 2008). This form of socialization in Black
women teachers carries out traditions of Black feminist activism and liberatory teaching as a way
of life (Pierre, 2018). Or, as Dixson and Dingus (2008) describe it, we tend and nurture our
mothers’ gardens. In these gardens, we provide love, care, and knowledge to help shape the next
generation of youth, who will in turn continue the work in education, communities, and beyond.
Because Black women teachers have been responsible and respected for their selfless efforts in
uplifting their communities with education, historically their communities reciprocate love and
care through warm community reception, respect, and support of Black women teachers (Dixson
& Dingus, p. 819). As Adair (1984) notes, there was a collective Black identity where the
achievements of their students were gains to the Black community. The teachers wanted their
students and community to succeed, and, in turn, the students and community wanted their
teachers to be successful.
(Re)membering Our Mothers’ Gardens
This study joins in current conversations on the importance of (re)membering (Dillard,
2021) and looking back on the pioneering footsteps of historical Black women teachers that
inform and guide present and future contexts, practices, and philosophies of Black women
teachers. Black women scholars (re)member and honor our foremothers through conducting and
sharing research that uplifts our voices and philosophies. Scholars like Farinde-Wu et al. (2017)
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critically and boldly declare the connectivity of Black women teachers’ historical contexts to
present-day practices.
Black women teachers inherit an understated legacy of political missions in education
and pedagogy (Dixson, 2003), experiential knowledge (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002) and womanist
standpoints (Beauboeuf-Lafontant, 2002) that inform their anti-oppressive, liberatory educational
practices (Watson, 2017). The assignment—the work, as Dillard (2021) puts it—of Black
women teachers has historically been centered in attending to the spirit of students, resisting
oppressions that threaten their brilliance, and cultivating the education inspired by what they did
not experience in their own schooling. Dillard reflects Cooper’s philosophies on why Black
women teachers are considered essential to the work of liberation, especially in education. As
she notes, “it is because we are the people at the intersections who the world needs to know and
learn from” (Dillard, 2021, p. 179). The intersectionality of Black women and their experiences
create unique opportunities for knowing and teaching. This form of knowledge is not explicitly
taught. Instead, this knowledge is a generational tradition that runs through our veins.
Even when Black women teachers do not identify the theoretical foundations of their
work, their ideologies and practices continue the traditions of the Black women teacher lineage
(Dixson, 2003). Dixson’s argument is significant because it highlights the beauty of Black
women teachers’ unspoken traditions of teaching and illustrates the possibilities of teacher
education programs that truly nurtures these legacies. Black women teachers nurtured with
knowledge of their legacies and adequate pedagogical support for liberatory teaching, as
Nyachae (2016) discusses, can avoid teaching practices that embody internalized racism of their
own past herstories.
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Black Woman Teacher Pedagogies
Black women teachers often teach against the grain. The experiences and philosophies of
historical Black women teachers live on within present-day Black women teachers and
researchers who continue the tradition of love and care as pedagogical praxis (Watson, 2018),
and who believe (re)membering (Dillard, 2021) the past offers guidance for teachers and teacher
educators to transform next generations of educators and students (Hill-Brisbane & Dingus,
2007; Hodge, 2017; Muhammad et al., 2020). Criticality and pedagogy as activism are
philosophies passed down from mothers and other mothers of Black women teachers that
prioritize personal experiences, awareness of educational and social inequities, and a mission for
social change (Mccray et al., 2002). Often overlooked, the strengths, characteristics, and
contributions of racial justice-oriented Black women teachers (Burciaga & Kohli, 2018) are
valuable resources of visibility (Howell et al., 2019) and community cultural wealth (Yosso,
2005) that may be inherent or cultivated in response to systemic inequities. Black teachers hold
the potential to serve as familial or role model symbols for Black students. Beyond role model
symbols, Black teachers often act as cultural translators for Black students through perceptions
of their roles as authority figures, teaching delivery styles, and use of culturally familiar speech
and events (Irvine, 1988). In their social and pedagogical positions as activists, role models, and
cultural translators, Black women teachers offer support and care for students based on their own
life experiences and beliefs—despite professional experiences and workplace conditions that
often fail to acknowledge and cultivate their pedagogies. This study is in conversation with
scholars who have explored and documented the pedagogical practices of past Black women
teachers (Lesesne, 2020).
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Professional Experiences and Workplace Conditions of Black Women Teachers
In this section, I consider the ways in which my study builds on the current conversations of
professional experiences and workplace conditions of Black women teachers. An understanding
of these experiences speak to issues of fatigue and isolation that Black women teachers have
historically persisted through and used as knowledge toward liberatory teaching.
Fatigue
Cooper (1892) argued the hard work, the duty of the Black woman teacher is to leverage
her experiences and knowledge as an underrepresented and oppressed educator for the liberation
of all—students and teachers alike. Safe community spaces (Dunmeyer, 2020), mentorship
(Carter Andrews, 2015), teacher education that nurtures prospective and practicing Black women
teachers’ experiences and purposes for teaching (Kohli, 2016; Mccray et al., 2002), and research
that examines workplace factors and conditions of Black women teachers (Carter-Thomas &
Darling-Hammond, 2017; Farinde-Wu, 2018) can present counternarratives (behind the retention
and recruitment of Black women teachers (Ingersoll & May, 2011;Pizarro & Kohli, 2018).
Cooper (1892) reminds us that the plain duty of a Black women teacher is a battle of
hardship and sacrifice that entails responsibility, risk, anxiety, and criticism (p. 19). The raceand gender-related stress that often accompanies the duty of the Black women teacher is
presently conceptualized as racial gendered battle fatigue (Carter Andrews, 2015; HudsonVassell et al., 2018). Racial gendered battle fatigue extends the theory of Smith’s (2004) racial
battle fatigue and fully addresses the experiences and needs of Black women teachers. Racial
battle fatigue confronts the emotional, physiological, and psychological toll of racism on people
of color in predominantly White institutions and professions. In particular, racial gendered battle
fatigue describes the racial and gendered microaggressions and macroaggressions that Black
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women faculty face in academia. Though he does not call it by name, Stanley (2020) discusses
the theory of racial gendered battle fatigue in a study on the organizational experiences of seven
Black women teachers in present-day schools. His study revealed how blood commitments,
sweat sacrifices, and tears affected Black women’s career journeys. Blood commitments referred
to the socio-cultural perspectives and legacy of Black women’s liberation and social justice
through the vehicle of education. The blood, sweat, and tears of Black women are generational
traditions of liberatory work despite racial and gendered microaggressions. Studies like Stanley’s
(2020) help situate the powerful significance of Black women teachers’ professional experiences
while countering racial and gendered oppressions for and with their students.
Historically, Black women teachers have advocated for and persisted the raising of their
voice in response to the threat of silence and misrepresentation of their intersectional experiences
in educational research, practices, and policies. Research on the recruitment and retention of
Black women teachers in the post-Brown era demonstrated that Black women teachers were
present but underrepresented due to the oppressions related to their pedagogical practices and
intersecting identities (Carter-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2017; Farinde-Wu, 2018; Mccray
et al., 2002). Recruitment and retention can improve as research explores and understands
prospective and practicing Black women teachers’ experiences and purposes for teaching
(Mccray et al., 2002). Although it is important to explore why Black women teachers choose to
teach at urban schools, this knowledge is the first step in recruitment and retention of Black
women in the profession (Farinde-Wu, 2018). Furthermore, there is a necessity for more research
that examines the influence of workplace factors and conditions on Black women teacher
attrition and provides counternarratives of Black women teachers’ experiences in schools.
(Carter-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2017; Burciaga & Kohli, 2018). Eurocentrism in schools
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devalues the community cultural wealth that Black women offer to their students and
communities. “Because the strengths these women brought were not visible through that
whitestream lens, they were made to feel as if they were disposable and did not add positively to
the culture of the school” (p. 11). Whitestream perspectives on quality teaching have undermined
the community cultural wealth of teachers of color and misinterpreted liberatory practices as
biased or unprofessional (Kohli, 2016). Adding in racial gendered battle fatigue, stresses and
demands further led Black women teachers “to question themselves, to lose confidence, [and] to
lower their aspirations in the profession” (Pizarro & Kohli, 2018 p. 19) These experiences can
ultimately lead to Black women teachers being pushed out of schools and the teaching
profession. The counternarratives of Black women teachers begin to unveil stories and
experiences behind the quantitative data of Black women teachers’ absence in the profession to
show the conditions and reasons that precede their departures.
Isolation
“Although teaching is a female-dominated profession, the Black female teacher
population is not proportionate to that of the White female teacher population in terms of
representation in our nation’s classrooms” (Farinde et al., 2017). Carter-Thomas and DarlingHammond’s (2017) present an investigative study on the most recent national data from the
National Center for Education Statistic, Schools and Staffing Survey (SASS), 2011-2012 and
Teacher Follow-up Survey (TFS), 2012-2013. This study found that Black teacher turnover rates
were significantly higher than those of other teachers and that there were several substantive
differences in their preparation, school characteristics, and reasons for leaving. Scholarship on
the retention and recruitment of Black women teachers thus far craft a single story that has not
fully addressed the historical and present-day context and rationale of Black women teachers’
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exodus. However, Black women teachers have a strong lineage of educating students,
specifically before the historic Brown v. Board of Education decision. Presently, the
underrepresentation of Black women teachers in the teaching profession indicates a Black
teacher shortage (Farinde-Wu, 2018; Farinde et al. 2017). Desegregation of students and schools
meant the consolidation of Black and white school which caused at least 39, 386 Black teachers
to lose their jobs in southern states (Ethridge, 1979; Irvine & Hill, 1990). It is vital to look
beneath the statistics and studies that acknowledge the shortage of Black women teachers and
examine the experiences of Black women teachers in schools. In a review of the existing
literature, Farinde et al. (2017) highlight salary, teacher workload, and school conditions as
considerable factors that influence Black women teachers’ retention.
Black students’ experiences in K-12 schools effect their likelihood of entering education
as prospective teachers. Negative schooling experiences in school, such as racism, low teacher
expectations, and poor teaching, shape Black students’ perceptions of the occupation and their
decisions to not enter the field (Gordon, 1994; McCray et al., 2002). Not only does the decline of
Black teachers in the profession negatively impact students, especially Black students (Irvine,
1988), but the retention rates create an isolating experience for those who do stay in the field.
Conclusion
The literature I reviewed here grounds my understandings of Black women teachers in
historical and present-day contexts. However, I have yet to see in-depth and critical connections
between Anna Julia Cooper and her philosophies, specifically with the work of Black women
teachers. As Dillard (2021) notes, the spirit of Black women teachers who have “thrived and
loved in spite of our unmentionable and multiple oppressions” is missing from much of the
literature on Black women teachers’ lives and experiences” (p. 2). Furthermore, literature that
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involves historical contexts, traditions, and legacies of Black women teachers have not yet
connected Cooper’s legacies and philosophies to the preparation of teachers, especially Black
women teachers, and the practices of present-day Black women teachers. With this goal in mind,
this research sought to provide a means for individuals to share herstories that illuminate cultural
practices and philosophies that can lead to better understanding of Black women teachers in the
past, present, and future.
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Chapter 3
Methodology
In this chapter, I outline the study’s methodology, including theoretical framework,
researcher positionality, research design, data collection methods, and means for data analysis.
Specifically, this historical ethnography used oral history interviewing and archival research as
data collection methods. I also address the ways in which theories of womanism and daughtering
guided the collection methods and analysis. In this section, I discuss the use of endarkened
narrative inquiry to direct layered approaches for data analysis. This study centered what we can
learn about the pedagogical practices and philosophies of Black women teachers from our
ancestors. In doing so, this study prioritized the intersectional experiences and herstories of being
Black and woman as a public school educator in the South. Following intersectional qualitative
research processes and considerations (Esposito & Evans-Winters, 2022), this study centered
“race and gender and other marginalized identities in [the] research questions, methodologies,
and analyses” (p. 189). The examination and analysis of the connectivity of Cooper’s educational
legacy and intergenerational lineages of Black women teachers in the South in a meaningful way
required the consideration of the “interlocking systems of race, class, and gender oppression”
that “expand[s] the struggles and triumphs” of Black women (Esposito & Evans-Winters, 2022,
p. 190).
Framing the Study
In this section, I situate my positionality as the researcher and co-participant to
interrogate my intersectional identities in “relationship to the larger social context and how this
relationship may impact [my] research study” and provide context to make sense of my
understandings and how I expected to make sense of my data (Esposito & Evans-Winters, 2022,
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p. 152). The intention of this section is not to bracket or separate myself as researcher from the
data or the study. I embraced reflexivity in the research design to use my unique ideas, methods,
theories, and interpretations, and I also questioned whether there were hidden assumptions that
influenced the quality and rigor of my study and methods.
Framing the study in this fashion permitted me to situate and distinguish myself as an
insider to the community as well as a participant and daughter in the lineage of Black women
teachers in the South. From an intersectional perspective, I considered my “social political
proximity to the educational problem or issue, and to the research participants” (Esposito &
Evans-Winters, 2019, p. 58). My personal involvement as an insider allowed me to center the
“understandings and meanings that study participants give to their life experiences” (D’Silva et
al., 2016, p. 104). I was fully immersed in each sector of this study—from my journey in
studying Cooper, my personal relationships with participants, and my history in the geographic
location of the study. Hence, the function of this section is grander than a simple outline of my
identities. Not only do I outline the ways in which I engaged in critical reflexivity as I talked
back to the silencing of Black women teachers and our herstories as a researcher, but (most
importantly) I describe how I listened.
Researcher as Woman and Daughter
I approached this study as an insider of the community—a daughter of this community.
To further illustrate my positionality, I present two narratives that position me as a doctoral
student researcher in the academic community and as a daughter of Pike County, Georgia
(Savin-Baden & Major, 2013). Through these brief narratives, I provide context and explanation
for “how, where, when and in what way these might, may, or have, influenced the research
process” (Holmes, 2020, p. 4).
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The Researcher
I am a twenty-something, Black woman doctoral student, new mother, and new wife. I
come from a small Southern Georgia town that still buries the locals in a segregated cemetery. I
was one of four Black honor graduates in my high school graduating class. The only Black
women PhDs I knew were the fictional characters like the cool and collected Dean Hughes in A
Different World. I have finally arrived at a point where I can “move through fear” (Dr. Christine
Thomas, personal communication, 2021) and fully embrace my presence and voice as a doctoral
student and future PhD. I do not claim to speak on behalf of all Black women teachers in my
generation. As I continue to find community on social media with other Black millennial
doctoral students, I have fallen in love with the multi-faceted nature of what it means to be
young, gifted, and Black.
The Daughter
A few years ago, I visited my mother in my hometown. My commute from Atlanta was
about an hour long and my gas tank was nearly empty. Before I reached my mother’s house, I
stopped at a familiar gas station right outside of my childhood community. The gas clerk I
remembered from my childhood was no longer the hearty and smiling man that greeted me from
behind the counter. This gas clerk was still friendly, just unfamiliar. While I paid for my gas and
Coca-Cola, we began to engage in small talk. Our town is rural and small. The Black community
was even smaller, so he did not recognize me as a local.
“Are you in school?” he asked. I am accustomed to this question. Many people assume I
am younger than my actual age. I was just a few weeks from beginning my doctoral program in
Teaching and Teacher Education at Georgia State University, so I was very proud to answer this
question.

38

“Yes, I’m a Ph.D. student,” I proudly answered. His eyes widened and his mouth parted
in dramatic disbelief.
“You?!” he exclaimed. “A Ph.D. student?!”
Figure 3
Asia’s Bachelor’s Graduation Ceremony in 2015, Georgia State University

In Figure 3, I am posed with my Great Aunt Jewette and my Grandmother Lucile at my
bachelor’s graduation ceremony at Georgia State University in 2015. I grew up around many
elders, especially women, and watched them socialize, cook, and reminisce on their memories of
themselves—who they used to be and who they feel they never had the chance to be. My hope is
that this photograph with my elders at my graduation illustrates the importance of my academic
achievements and research to my community. Yes, there are still examples of stereotypes and
microaggressions in my home community, but I am still met with love, support, and admiration
when I drive past Trump signs and confederate flags and enter my familiar neighborhood circle.
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The two short narratives illustrate how I entered and interacted with this study from a
unique position as a researcher. This study examined the wisdom and stories of Black women
teachers across generations. As a daughter-researcher, I first looked to my academic foremothers
to find theoretical and conceptual frameworks that aligned and supported Black women’s
wisdom, experiences, and knowledges in qualitative research. There, I found the roots of
womanism and daughtering a fruitful foundation for such a study.
Womanism
Womanism (Hudson-Weems, 1994; Ogunyemi, 1985; Walker, 1983) and daughtering
(Evans-Winters, 2019) embody qualitative research theories that center and honor the rich
knowledge and traditions found in lineages and legacies of Black women. I endeavored to take a
journey of exploring Cooper’s educational work alongside my own foremothers of Black women
teachers, so both womanism and daughtering were the best theoretical and conceptual
frameworks to inform this study.
Womanist theories and concepts can be traced back to the speeches and philosophies of
Black women activists such as Sojourner Truth, Harriet, Tubman, Ida B. Wells, and Anna Julia
Cooper (Hudson-Weems, 1989; May, 2007). The work of these women began to unearth the
unique stories and experiences of Black women into womanist paradigms. Womanist theory
embodies five tenets and characteristics: antioppressionist, vernacular, nonideological,
communitarian, and spiritualized. In this study, all womanist characteristics were present,
especially antioppressionist, vernacular, and spirituality. These three tenets specifically informed
my research questions, methods, design, analysis, and writing. Womanism’s antioppressionist
tenet refers to its identification and resistance of oppression, and its support for the liberation of
all communities from all forms of oppression (Phillips, 2006). Womanism’s antioppressionist
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tenet illustrates universal love that is committed to the wholeness of a community. It is the type
of love I have for my home community—a place where I endured racism and sexism but desire
wholeness and healing for my community and those that often do (and have done) harm. From
womanist standpoints, vernacular emphasizes the ways in which everyday people with everyday
life and experiences “envision and accomplish social-justice ends” (Phillips, 2006, p. xxiv).
Vernacular reminds us that academic degrees, social status, and economic wealth do not
determine our effectiveness in enacting social change. Vernacular showed up in my courage to
not only pursue a doctoral degree as a country girl from rural Georgia who speaks in the dialect
of her Geechee ancestors when she is excited or frightened. It gave me the courage to pursue this
study and the stories of my community. Spirituality, in womanism, refers to the openness and to
the intertwining realm of the transcendental world with human life and the material world.
Walker (1983) says that womanists love the spirit—one that transcends music, dancing, the
moon, love, and food. The research design of this study considered ways to embody spirituality
in data collection. This consideration involved food and fellowship to activate memories and
inhabit spirituality as participants recalled experiences with Auntie Geneva. My emphasis on
spirituality among vernacular and antioppressionist tenets enacted the call from my Auntie
Geneva. In 2018, the unexpected death of my grandmother in January prompted me to return
home to Georgia in June. Before I could return home, my mother called me in April to let me
know that now Auntie Geneva’s health was declining. Before her speech declined, I had a final
conversation with her. “Come home,” she said softly. I intended to make a trip to Atlanta in the
next two weeks to visit prospective schools. However, she died on April, 3, 2018 before I could
return home to see her one last time. My study, through a womanist lens, is a spiritual return to
my home.
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Womanism gives me the opportunity to honor the ways in which present-day scholars
enact womanist legacies and traditions in (re)membering their foremothers. My embodiment of
womanism in this study on the lives and legacies of Black women teachers unearthed an
ancestral lineage—a golden past studded with foremothers and sisters (Walker, 1983). “They
give us hope, they have proved the splendor of our past, which should free us to lay just claim to
the fullness of the future” (Walker, 37). In this study, I looked to the past in search of Black
women teachers’ footsteps to inform our current and future practices. Walker’s (1983) literary
work influenced present-day studies that extend the idea of Black women discovering their
herstories through the understandings of their intellectual (Dixson & Dingus, 2008) and lineal
foremothers (Hartman, 2007). Womanism emphasizes the intersections of race, gender, and class
of Black women and the implications and importance of their everyday experiences. In doing so,
womanism provides a lens that moves beyond simple inclusion of Black women to center their
contributions in scholarly discussion. Like Cooper’s (1892) belief in the vital voice of Black
women, womanism believes in the influence of Black women on all of humanity (Tally, 1986).
Womanism is often used as an interchangeable term to Black feminism. Even while
writing this paper, Google Docs offered to change womanism to feminism. This point is
important in understanding why many Black woman scholars (Beauboeuf-Lafontant, 2002;
Phillips, 2006) choose to differentiate Black feminism from womanism in their scholarship.
“Womanist is to feminist as purple to lavender” (Walker, 1983, p. xii). Rather than acting as a
theoretical variation or extension of white feminist behavior, needs, and perspectives, womanism
is an epistemological framework that views the experiential knowledge and standpoints of Black
women as normative. Womanism is concerned with the ways in which the intersectional lives
and experiences of Black women inform their knowledge. “Because [Black] women share other
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forms of oppression that are not necessarily a part of the overall White women’s experiences,
their varied kinds of victimization need to be prioritized” (Hudson-Weems, 1989, p. 42).
Womanism prioritizes the everyday experiences of Black women and the experiential knowledge
that informs the way we walk, talk, teach, and rear the next generation.
Furthermore, womanism, as Ogunyemi (1985) theorizes, is an inherited philosophy that
celebrates the roots and traditions of Black womanhood and life. Phillips (2006) further describes
womanism as a social change theory rooted in Black women’s everyday experiences and
methods of problem solving in everyday spaces. Womanists center the ways in which Black
women work towards “ending all forms of oppression for all people, restoring the balance
between people and the environment/nature, and reconciling human life with the spiritual
dimension” (Phillips, 2006, p. xx). In conversation with Anna Julia Cooper and Black women’s
legacies, womanism offers an appropriate lens that strongly aligns with foundational
understandings of the experiences and oppressions at the intersections of Black women’s varied
identities. Furthermore, as Phillips (2006) notes, womanism provides a lens for the intersectional
responsibilities of Black women: “A womanist is triply concerned with herself, other Black
women, and the entire Black race, female and male—but also all humanity, showing an everexpanding and ultimately universal arc of political concern, empathy, and activism” (p. xxii). In
understanding the foundation of womanism, I briefly outlined the basic arguments and tenets
from footsteps of womanist scholars that expand to Black feminism and African womanism
(Hudson-Weems, 1994; Ogunyemi, 1985; Walker, 1983). However, I made an intentional choice
in centering the theoretical underpinnings of womanism, specifically that of Walker (1983), in
this study to continue the search of our mothers’ gardens in education. In this study, I am
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concerned with the ways in which antioppressionist, vernacular, and spirituality showed up in the
lineage stories of Black women teachers.
In educational research, Black women scholars have explored the intersections of Black
women teachers in relation to their pedagogical practices (Beauboeuf-Lafontant, 2002; HillBrisbane & Dingus, 2007) and their understandings within the universal arc of political concern,
empathy, and activism (Phillips, 2006). Womanist methods bring light and a lens of
understanding to deeper concepts of what Black women see as everyday practice. Given the
nature of Anna Julia Cooper’s philosophies, especially in her call to white feminists to speak up
and out with Black women in the nineteenth century, womanism’s departure from white
feminism was another glimmering rationale for its use for this study. By using womanist
frameworks in this research, I join other scholars who have utilized this framework to connect
Cooper’s intellectual thought to her teaching practices (Johnson, 2017). In this study, womanism
did not work alone. I intertwined womanism and daughtering to fully attend to the act of tending
to our mothers’ gardens. It is not enough to understand our foremothers and othermothers in
research; I intended to act as a daughter in gaining knowledge and understanding from these
gardens and legacies.
Daughtering
Anna Julia Cooper (n.d.) noted that young people “take their cue and set their pace
generally from what they hear their elders say” (p.13). Daughtering embodies Cooper’s view and
is significant in looking back to the ancestral foundations of Black women teachers that influence
and guide us today (Evans-Winters, 2019). Black women scholars and writers consider the
experiences of their foremothers, mothers, and othermothers in understanding their current and
future experiences, philosophies, and practices as Black women (Dixon & Dingus, 2008; Evans-
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Winters, 2019; Foster, 1993; Mccray et al., 2002; Walker, 1983). Inherently, Black women like
Bell-Scott (1993) and Angelou (2008) have spoken, written, and worked in their respective fields
with the next generation of daughters in mind. In her collection of life stories, Angelou (2008)
remarks: “I gave birth to one child, a son, but I have thousands of daughters…here is my offering
to you” (para 9). Angelou’s words positioned the roots of this study and the research process. In
my upbringing as a daughter in my community, I was embraced by my mother, grandmother, and
othermothers. The art of daughtering did not end when I became a woman. In fact, my childhood
experience paralleled my academic journey: I have been embraced and mentored by Black
women whom I view as academic othermothers.
Daughtering theorizes the acts of seeing, knowing, and interpreting the words, actions,
and legacies of mothers, othermothers, and sisters in scholarly and familial forms. While
“[s]itting on front porches, back porches, at the kitchen tables (or sinks), or on a living room
floor ‘getting our head did’” young Black girls learn to be daughters, mothers, students, and
teachers (Evan-Winters, 2019, p. 138). For example, I inherited the art of bean snapping and
removing the stems from collard greens by hand while on my grandmother’s front porch. I
listened to my grandmother’s words of advice on that very porch and inherited the firm belief
that my presence and my voice were my own forms of activism and liberation: “You got a
mouth. Don’t let nobody speak for you.” Because of my grandmother’s and mother’s wisdom, I
consider my role as a Black woman teacher as an extension of my identity, ingrained in a strong
legacy of responsibility, activism, and healing. Daughtering embraces the secrets and stories—
beautiful and traumatic—of our elders and ancestors in a way that invokes listening. Plainly, the
secrets and stories of our elders and ancestors inform our present activities and practices and how
we inform the next generation of daughters.
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Daughtering grounded this study in two ways: (1) through conducting research on my
foremothers and othermothers in education to understand the practices of their daughters, and (2)
honoring and expanding the current conversations on Black women teachers. This study
uncovered intergenerational legacies of Anna Julia Cooper among Black women teachers in my
home community. Womanism and daughtering (Table 1) were appropriate theoretical lenses for
a study that involved the researcher returning home as a daughter-researcher and hearing stories
that unpacked Cooper’s influential legacy in Black women teachers in the South. Daughtering
prepared me to listen. The nature of this study led me to specifically choose womanism and
daughtering as the frameworks for this study, but it is important to also note that my life
experiences as a Black woman also informed my arrival to these theories.
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Table 1
Research Questions, Sources, and Theoretical Frames
Research
Questions
What are the
intersections
between the
philosophies and
practices of
Anna Julia
Cooper and
present-day
Black women
teachers?

How do Black
women teachers
embody and
continue
philosophies and
legacies of
ancestral Black
women teachers?

Data Sources

Rationale for Data Sources

Dr. Anna Julia
Cooper Archives
from Howard
University’s online
database

Provides a foundation of Cooper’s
philosophies and practices (legacy in
Figure 1)

Attends to spiritual tenet as I look to
historical documents of Cooper to ground
this study

Auntie Geneva’s
archival collections
from family
collection

Provides historical data to layer
participant accounts

Attends to the spiritual tenet in my process
of looking back to historical documents to
curate stories

Researcher memos

Prepares the analysis process with
researcher’s initial ideas and theories

Community gathering
(family dinner-style)

Groups can enact focused, social
conversations that provide layered
accounts of items for analysis

Individual interview

Focuses accounts with one-on-one
interview; focuses on individual story
of participant

Researcher memos

Creates a place to note any changes in
reflections that evolve or sustain after
participant interviews

W
o
m
a
n
i
s
m

Attends to spiritual tenet as I talk to and
with ancestors through data reflection
Attends to spiritual tenet of remembering
with food and fellowship
Attends to antioppressionist tenet through
group reflection and meaning-making of
experiences with having Auntie Geneva
(Black woman teacher) as their
teacher/colleague in a rural town
Attends to vernacular tenet of everyday
people (participants) telling stories about
everyday people (teachers) and their vision
of liberatory teaching
Attends to spiritual tenet as I talk to and
with ancestors through data reflection

Looks back to ancestors for
guidance through
philosophies in writings,
speeches, and letters (What
is Cooper saying? What is
she saying to me?)
Looks back to the Auntie
Geneva in a way that I
D listen through documents
a
u
g Daughtering as making
h sense of data
t
e Enacts “elders talk,
r daughters listen” to curate
i stories
n
g

Attends to the care of
elders and their stories

Daughtering as making
sense of data
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Figure 4 represents my positionality, framing, and journey in this study. Anna Julia
Cooper (1892) refers to the work and mission of Black women as the colored woman’s office. At
the beginning of this study, I imagined her pedagogical philosophies and guides as the Black
women teacher’s office. Womanist theories informed the theoretical approaches of the full scope
of the study. As the researcher and daughter of Black women teachers, I stand in front of the
past: Anna Julia Cooper, Auntie Geneva M. Woods, and Mrs. Brenda Flemister Mathis as I
continue the foundational and intergenerational work of pedagogy. These three women and their
stories were key in my archival research and interviews. In the spirit of (re)membering (Dillard,
2021) each frame touches hands to the past—the foremother who informed her practice and
philosophy. The bouquet of flowers on the desk contains flowers of these foremothers who
inform my practice and philosophy as a teacher and researcher. As discussed in the literature
review, the professional experiences and conditions that Black women teachers face, such as
racism, sexism, silence, and isolation are the briefcase that rest on my desk. The filing cabinet of
historical ethnography informs the methodological ways I approached this study.

48

Figure 4
The Framing of the Study

Historical Ethnography
Historical ethnographic methods merge history and ethnography to develop stories
around critical events that occurred over a period of time with the help of participant
perspectives in interpreting actions from these times (Chambers & Forlin, 2021). Historical
ethnography, as Sutherland (1999) notes, is an extension of traditional ethnography that asks,
“how did this culture come to be this way?” (Sutherland, 1999, p. 120). In the case of my study,
historical ethnography illustrates how legacies and traditions—a culture—of Black women
teachers have been constructed and reconstructed over time from Cooper’s era and through the
following generations of teachers in my community.
Historical ethnography was appropriate for this study because it allowed me to enter an
open dialogue, reminiscent of womanist methods, with archival documents, including the
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selection, reading, and evaluating of archival documents (Fenske, 2007). Historical ethnography
allows for the researcher to acknowledge and work with historical figures (Kornblum, 2004) as
field mentors who guide the research process, including data collection and analysis, through
their philosophies and work. In this study, Dr. Anna Julia Cooper’s pedagogical philosophies and
practices guided the research process. Historical ethnography is often used to contextualize a
geographical place, genre, or era. This study primarily focused on the essence of connectivity in
the stories of individual Black women teachers in Pike County, Georgia. It provided an extension
of the methodological approach in new territory in understanding ancestral lineages of Black
women teachers in the South. Historical research is often regarded as limited due to the onesided nature of what has been preserved and what has been omitted. However, from a womanist
and daughtering standpoint, an examination of stories and experiences that have been omitted in
the past is a worthy endeavor for expanding what we know about Black women’s experiences.
Furthermore, ethnohistorical research aligns with the act of Sankofa: critical examination and
exploration of what has gone before you to gain new knowledge, practices, and beliefs (Howell,
2022).
Woods (1994) notes that historical ethnographies lack the “classic ethnographic character
of studying processes as they occur over a lengthy period” (p. 311) and relies on the testimony of
participants and collection of secondary data. However, its focus on natural settings, time,
people, and place sampling enriches the study’s description and validity. Concerns of credibility
of this historical ethnographic study are addressed in Ball’s (1990) consideration of soft data in
qualitative research: “I believe that the differences between my analysis and yours typically
would be small rather than large. The differences would be matters of emphasis and orientation,
rather than in the story to be told” (p. 167).
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Inequities in archival research on Black women’s early histories and power and privilege
in whose history is preserved present challenges in conducting historical research (Hartman,
2019; Miles, 2021). In this case, my positionality and subjectivity were important in considering
the emphasis and orientations of my decisions on participant sampling, interview questions, site
locations, archival data that are and are not collected.
Methods
In this study, I represented the unearthing of the Black woman teacher ancestral legacy
through tracing the lineage of the late Mrs. Geneva M. Woods (1930-2018), my great aunt and a
teacher in rural Georgia. This historical ethnography (Siddle Walker, 1996) activated the concept
of Sankofa and illuminated a lineage of Black women teachers through the lens of Anna Julia
Cooper’s philosophies. Through Historical ethnographical methods, such as interviewing,
archival data retrieval, and site visits, I explored meanings and understandings of past events and
reconstructed cultures and contexts in traditional manners of ethnography (Woods, 1994). In this
section, I discuss the participants and the ways in which I engaged theoretically appropriate data
collection methods for archival and interview data, including participant recruitment and
contexts. This section also delineates endarked narrative inquiry approaches to data analysis and
representation.
Participants
In the debate about anti-racist teaching and critical race theory dominating conversations
in and about schools and universities, the traditions of Black teachers in America act as a model
and intellectual resource for equity-centered practices and pedagogies in classrooms (Givens,
2021). As Dixson and Dingus (2008) note, it is important for Black students to “roam the
‘gardens’ of Black women teachers” (p. 834). In this study, I roamed the gardens of the
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foremothers of Black women teachers to explore new futures in teaching and teacher education
through the offices of Anna Julia Cooper, Auntie Geneva, Mrs. Brenda, and myself in K-12
schools throughout the evolving political eras of 1960-2010 in the United States.
I framed the study in stories curated from archival research of Anna Julia Cooper; I
explored the influence of Geneva Woods (1930-2018), a woman who has a generational legacy
in a rural community like that of Cooper in Washington, DC. I focused on the stories of Geneva
Woods, one of her students, Brenda Flemister Mathis, and their influence on colleagues and
students.
To gather these stories, I recruited Auntie Geneva’s students, colleagues, and family
members, including myself as the researcher and as a daughter of the Pike County community
and Auntie Geneva’s family (Figure 5). Of the three students of Auntie Geneva who I recruited,
one of them was Mrs. Brenda Flemister Mathis. To be clear, Mrs. Mathis was also my middle
school science teacher.
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Figure 5
Archival Collections and Participants

Getting in Grown Folks’ Business: The Data Collection Journey
In historical ethnographies, archives act as field research sites that hold and bind the
stories of historical people. Interviewing and storytelling with living participants then act as the
force that releases and crystallizes history. For my data collection methods, it was necessary to
ensure that my archival research and participant interviewing methods utilized and nurtured
womanist theories and daughtering practices. Toward this goal, I used a research journal to
critically engage in reflexivity, scheduled a gathering with elders in the community, conducted
oral history interviews with four of the elders, including Mrs. Brenda, and carried out research in
the historical archives for Anna Julia Cooper and family archives for Auntie Geneva.
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Researcher’s Journal
My study encompassed multiple forms of data that led me on a never-ending process of
reflexivity in “recentering, remembering, recovering, and revisioning” Black women teachers in
my community (Toliver, 2022, p. xxxiii). My soft leather emerald green researcher’s journal was
crucial in my critically reflexive process of grappling with the stories of my community elders
and ancestors.
My research journal was an integral instrument of my data collection and data analysis
process because it recorded my critical awareness of addressing, monitoring, and acting on my
role as daughter-researcher throughout the study (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019). My journal
accompanied me to the various sites of this study, including Zebulon, Georgia, Washington,
D.C., and my home office writing desk. After each interaction with data, including relevant
phone conversations with my mother, I penned my reflections, questions, and potential
momentum for the study. In my journal, I transformed initial emotions and confusions into useful
questions for interviewing and further analysis. In doing so, my journal captured a self-study of
how I considered, managed, and leveraged the significance of my body, emotions, and identity in
the research process (Hordge-Freeman, 2018). Self-reflection in the researcher’s journal helped
me to move through the data and consider how to curate a larger story that embodied my
community’s stories. In Figure 6, I shared pages from my researcher’s journal. The first page
was a quick entry I scribbled as soon as I arrived at my AirBnB on the first day of my D.C.
research trip. On the next page, I shared a note after meeting with one of Auntie Geneva’s
students, Charles Lynn Davis. Mr. Davis is a funeral home director and a family friend. On this
date, I visited his business to ask for his participation in the study. He agreed to participate and
showed me a glossy framed collage on the wall of the business’s lobby: Pike County
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Consolidated High School Class of 1969, Auntie Geneva, and the principal, Dennis Glover. My
son, Ikemba, was also a co-constructor of this researcher’s journal. On this page, green marker
scribbles accompany the journal entry and embody my role as a mother intersecting with being a
daughter-researcher. My emerald green researcher’s journal was an important piece for my data
collection and analysis, but it was also a vital part in mothering my curious two-year-old,
Ikemba.
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Figure 6
Entries from Research Journal

Community Groups
I invited members of the Pike County Consolidated High School Class of 1969, Mrs.
Brenda, and a family member to a catered community gathering at the local library to listen to
and examine the layered stories of my ancestors and elders in relation to Black women teachers
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in the South. I carefully considered the location for the community gathering. Initially, I planned
to provide a family-style lunch to create an atmosphere in the daughtering tradition of serving,
breaking bread (food and fellowship), and listening to the elders. I considered holding the
gathering at a local restaurant in Pike County. However, my mother reminded me that during the
time Auntie Geneva was a teacher in the district, this restaurant “only allowed us through the
backdoor.” This statement prompted me to reconsider the location of the gathering, especially
since I planned to ask my elders to reflect on their schooling experiences throughout segregation
and integration. A community member suggested that I hold the gathering at the J. Joel Edwards
Public Library. The librarians were excited to hear of my research, especially considering their
respect and admiration for Auntie Geneva, and my own return to the library as a frequent visitor
as a child. The librarians helped me organize the gathering in the study room adjacent to the
library lobby—a room where I attended read-aloud events as a bright-eyed little girl. My mother
helped me prepare and arrange light lunch refreshments and beverages. I played soft jazz to set a
relaxing and inviting ambiance. Warm hugs, waves, and greetings filled the room as soon as the
elders arrived.
I recorded their stories using audio recording and took notes in my researcher’s journal. I
placed memory books and class yearbooks from 1969 to 1971 on the table. One member of the
Class of 1969 brought her own memorabilia from her schooling experiences. Gathering my
elders and immersing them in memories related to the historical era offered “opportunities for
dialogue, consciousness raising, and deliberate discussion” (Roulston, 2020, p. 38) about the life
and legacy of Mrs. Geneva Woods.
During the gathering, I served in the roles of moderator and daughter-researcher using the
protocol in Appendix A. Following Krueger and Casey’s (2000) guidance, the protocol
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encompassed four sets of questions that structured the direction of the conversation. I sought to
moderate a lightly structured and inviting conversation with limited assistance from me (Morgan,
2002; Roulston, 2010). This study was an opportunity to hear from my elder family and
community members in a way that could reflect and illuminate the legacy and lineage of Black
women teachers. With the community gathering interview transcripts, I analyzed the social
interactions and curation of stories of Auntie Geneva that these elders provided. I brought these
stories for further exploration in the individual interviews that took place after the community
gathering.
Oral History Interviews
Storytelling is a key piece of historical ethnographic studies. To learn the stories that
could unearth the legacy of Auntie Geneva within the community, I needed an opportunity to
continue to listen to the elders in Pike County. I utilized purposeful sampling (Esposito & EvansWinters, 2022) to select elders who had been Auntie Geneva’s students and colleagues during
her tenure. In the spirit of honoring the stories of my elders, I invited these senior community
and family members first to share in a community gathering while enjoying a meal, and then
meet with me one-on-one for further storytelling and sharing of their oral histories. I conducted
one individual, semi-structured interview (Roulston, 2010) with three of Auntie Geneva’s
students and one of her colleagues to explore the generational legacy of my great aunt as a Black
woman teacher in a rural community.
The oral history interviews lasted 45 to 90 minutes and were recorded using my iPhone
voice-recording application. Given the current COVID-19 pandemic, virtual interviews were an
important necessity to ensure the health, safety, and comfort of my elders. For these interviews, I
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offered options for Zoom and phone communication, however each of my elders preferred phone
communication.
It is important to acknowledge that the study participants were the elders of my family
and community. In consideration of my community’s tradition of respecting the elders, I
approached the interviews with their comfort, care, and respect in mind. Elders talk, and
daughters listen. This tradition was an important part of honoring authenticity both in the
interviews and the theories I used throughout the study. I shared transcribed and translated data
(Marshall & Rossman, 2016) with participants in a shorter follow-up interview after the oral
history interview to confirm language, meaning, and intent. I also manually transcribed each
interview to keep close and true to the language of my elders. Black language, as Baker-Bell
(2020) describes is the “language that nurtured and socialized me to understand the world how to
participate in it” (p. 1). From a daughtering lens, language is an essential part of storytelling in
oral history interviews involving those with whom I seek to learn.
Historical Archives
Archival data collection was an important piece in studying the ways in which Black
women teachers embodied and continued philosophies and legacies of ancestral Black women
teachers. Walker (1983) encouraged Black women to look low to find traces of the gifts, legacies,
and brilliances of our foremothers. Moreover, to gather and analyze historical archives honored
womanist theories and enacted daughtering in the research process. For Black women, historical
archives presented reminders of two clashing realities: Black women’s voices in document
preservation have been erased and unkept through centuries, yet Black women’s historical voices
have persisted (Hartman, 2019; Miles, 2021). This study required an attentiveness to the absence
and the presence of Black women teachers in traces of the educational pasts (Miles, 2021). In my
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journey to trace these stories, I realized the significance of the process. In this section, I present
two excerpts from my researcher’s journal that outline archival data collection through the lens
of a daughter-researcher, one that embarked on the journey to unearth and meaningfully curate
the stories of our foremothers in education.
Archival data on Anna Julia Cooper’s pedagogical practices and philosophies came from
the Anna Julia Cooper Collection at the Moorland-Spingarn Research Center at Howard
University and the current scholarly conversation on Cooper’s impact on education (Grant et al.
2016; Guy-Sheftall, 2009; May, 2012). For archival data related to Auntie Geneva, I crossreferenced archival records from the Pike County Historical Society, Pike County school records,
and newspapers with interview transcripts. Archival locations, such as residential homes and the
online archival database at Howard University, acted as field research sites that held important
pieces of the story of Aunt Geneva and Anna Julia Cooper and connected the past to present
(Fenske, 2007). To further ground this study in the historical philosophies and practices of Anna
Julia Cooper, I revisited certain texts and speeches in A Voice from the South (Cooper, 1892), the
Moorland-Spingarn Research Center, and a recently released collection of Cooper’s essential
writings (Moody-Turner & Gates, 2022). Texts and speeches were selected based on their
relevance and inclusion of Cooper’s perspectives on teaching, education, and Black womanhood.
Anna Julia Cooper’s Archives. I first met Dr. Anna Julia Cooper in a course on
historical research in education during the second year of my doctoral program. I was intrigued
by Dr. Cooper’s extensive career achievements and her bold declarations of her identity. Fast
forward to January 2022, and something was calling me to Washington, D.C. I knew that I
needed to complete more archival research on Dr. Cooper for my dissertation proposal, so I
ambitiously created a research trip itinerary with one concrete goal: Visit Cooper’s archives at
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the Moorland-Spingarn Research Center. There is a large collection of Cooper’s archives
digitally available on the research center’s website, but I desired to be in the physical space of
these archives. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, at the time of my travel, the center only allowed
Howard University students to physically utilize the building.
I still planned a trip to visit D.C. and immerse myself in research and solitude. I booked a
planned ticket and traveled to Washington, D.C. to enter and explore the spaces of Anna Julia
Cooper (Sutherland, 2018).
In my desire to visit Anna Julia Cooper, I booked an Airbnb rental in a renovated house
basement in the historic LeDroit Park close to her former 201 T Street, N.W. residential home. I
made no other plans until I arrived. I wanted to walk the streets and neighborhoods that I
assumed Cooper frequented. I wanted to be in conversation with her in a familial way.
Sutherland (2018) discussed the value of entering spaces in which individuals of the past lived
and moved as a way to access physical, emotional, and spiritual contexts of their lives and
histories.
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Figure 7
Selfie in the Sun in Front of Cooper Circle, Washington, D.C.
As I zipped my black bubble coat and
tucked my iPhone into my bag, I whispered into the
crisp, cold D.C. air: Guide me, Dr. Cooper. I began
toward the traffic circle and park at the intersection
of 3rd Street and T Street that I noticed the day
before as I exited my Uber ride. Before crossing the
street to the park, I looked both ways and glanced at
the street sign: Anna Julia Cooper Circle (Figure 7).
The roundabout park was a small memorialization
of Cooper’s life and legacy.
Okay, Cooper. I see that I’m close. I walked
north of my rental, observing BLACK LIVES MATTER yard signs posted in front of some of
the neighborhood houses. I noticed a small historical marker posted on the brick fence of the
house at the corner of T Street. I smiled as I realized bright sun rays pointed me to Dr. Anna Julia
Cooper’s former residence.
Her home was now the home of someone else, but a brief paragraph about her life was
posted in front to memorialize that this building was once Cooper’s humble abode. During this
research trip, I allowed Dr. Cooper to inspire me in my pursuit of rest and research. In a local
bar, I enjoyed food, wine, and solitude as I read and reflected on Dillard’s (2022) latest book on
(re)membering the spirit of Black women teachers (Figure 8). I strolled through the adjacent
neighborhoods to feel the archival data. Back at the Airbnb, I watched Julia Dash’s (1991)
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Daughters of the Dust and took notes on the act of remembering and persevering Gullah
Geechee culture through the stories of elders.
Figure 8
Working at a Local Bar

Auntie Geneva’s Archives. To explore the available printed and photographed history of
Auntie Geneva, my family members—their homes and their stories—supplied “key sources
[and] became sources themselves for research” (Kirsch & Rohan, 2008, p. 4). I visited the home
of my Great Uncle David Woods, the husband of Mrs. Geneva P. Mangham Woods, to gather
family archives related to her teaching career. Mr. Woods led me to towering bookshelves that
stood alongside the hallway. During my childhood, I visited this house too many times to count.
Yet, I had never noticed these bookshelves before. On this day I arrived with a different lens.
The hallway bookshelves housed countless yearbooks from Auntie Geneva’s teaching
career, including a book dedicated to her, the Class of 1969, and their recent graduation
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ceremony. Next, Uncle David led me to a sitting room that I never had access to as a child during
my visits. My eyes scanned a room that had piles of papers, folders, and picture frames in every
direction. Where to start? I began by examining a pile that had a manila folder on top that read
Do Not Fold. I moved the folder away, and started to sort through the pile. The manila folder
caught my attention once again. Important documents and photographs usually are marked as
objects that should not be folded. What if...? I opened the folder and uncovered a cache of gems:
Original newspaper articles that marked Auntie Geneva’s career achievements and numerous
photographs of Auntie Geneva as a teacher. In one photograph, Auntie Geneva stood with a
girls’ basketball team. She was a coach? I never knew she played basketball, let alone coached
the sport. As I looked closer, I noticed a familiar face: Mrs. Flemister, my seventh-grade science
teacher. I showed the photograph to my mom, and she nodded.
“I forgot she was a basketball coach too,” she smiled.
“And Mrs. Flemister was on her team!” I felt even more affirmed in the examination of
this specific lineage and that the pieces were beautifully fitting in this story. You’re on the right
track.
My mother was instrumental in helping me piece the stories together during our multiple
and ongoing conversations about the data. These conversations helped me understand deeper
historical and family-related contexts of each of Auntie Geneva’s archives.
Take whatever you need was Uncle David’s command as he granted me permission to
take any items that would help with my research. This included Pike County High School
yearbooks from the 1970s, including one that was dedicated to Auntie Geneva.
As daughter-researcher, the data collection process was an emotional journey that
required reviving childhood memories and getting in “grown folks’ business” to uncover stories
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about my elders and ancestors. As her niece, I had always regarded my great Aunt Geneva with
respect and nobility. Yet, pursuing the stories of her as a Black woman teacher allowed me to get
to know her as a part of history. This process inspired me to see her as an actor “shaping and
[being] shaped by a larger history, History with a capital H” even while I learned more about her
and my own histories (Kirsch & Rohan, 2008, p. 3).
The nature of historical ethnographic research requires crystallized approaches to data
collection and data analysis. To record and reflect the essence of a community or culture,
historical ethnography thus requires multiple ways of knowing. This study involved me in
examining a phenomenon within my family using nontraditional research methods. As a result,
this process gave me a greater understanding—one that traditional academic research methods
could not facilitate—of the pioneers on whose shoulders I proudly stand.
I organized my data into four categories: Digital archival data, secondary sources,
interview transcripts, and my reflective research journal. Digital archival data were further
organized by forms of media: photographs, speeches, articles, letters, and miscellaneous
memorabilia. I collected all the data from interview protocols, audio recordings, and
transcriptions into a series of file folders. After each interview and throughout the study, I
documented my reflections in my journal. This reflexive move with the journal helped me to
enact this study as an endarkened narrative inquiry.
Endarkened Narrative Inquiry as Analysis
The methodological design and process I sought intentionally threaded qualitative
research processes that center Black women teachers and represented examples of their multifaceted stories. These stories emerged from the crystallizations of oral interviews, archival data,
and researcher journaling. Various forms of narrative inquiry are traditionally used to craft and
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analyze stories of people’s life experiences within educational contexts (Kim, 2016;
Polkinghorne, 1995; Riessman, 2008). However, in the case of this study, narrative traditional
narrative inquiry lacked the nuance, historical traditions, and womanist standpoints of the
“storying structure of Black women’s experiences” (McClish-Boyd & Bhattacharya, p. 538,
2021). This study, instead, required a form of narrative inquiry that embraced the spiritual and
cultural contexts of Black women’s knowledge and dialogue (Okpalaoka & Dillard, 2011). My
consideration of the spiritual engagement of unearthing ancestral wisdom and traditions through
archival data and community stories, I departed from traditional notions of narrative inquiry and
analysis of narratives.
In this section, I outline the ways in which endarkened narrative inquiry (McClish-Boyd
& Bhattacharya, 2021) created the best lens to understand the intersections and embodiment of
the philosophies and practices of ancestral and present-day Black women teachers. Endarkened
narrative inquiry allows the researcher to share storied racialized experiences as both singular
stories and an embodiment of the possible stories of other Black women teachers (Mackey,
2021). There is a tendency to present and re-present the stories of communities outside of the
dominant discourse as counterstories and counternarratives (Toliver, 2022). Although there is a
need for stories that counter the effects of misrepresentations and underrepresentation of Black
women, specifically, endarkened narrative inquiry seeks to “expand and deepen the construction
of counternarratives using a methodological framework that integrates, situates, and centers
Black women’s experiences” (McClish-Boyd & Bhattacharya, 2021, p. 545).
Storytelling is a longstanding Black tradition. Currently, qualitative research is
experiencing a methodological shift as Black and Indigenous scholars consider and enact
methods that nurture and not counter their stories (Toliver, 2022). Though endarkened narrative
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inquiry seems to be the newest kid on the block of qualitative research, it is grounded in Black
storytelling traditions that have existed for centuries. With storytelling traditions in mind, my
methodological use of this analytical approach also embraces tools of endarked storywork
(Dillard, 2012; Toliver, 2022). I aligned endarkened narrative inquiry with Toliver’s (2022) use
of endarked storywork in the way this study also considered
the ethical responsibility of researchers to focus upon the storied lives of our research
partners and engage with them as story listeners, not only to complete a research
endeavor but also to better understand our historic and current world and better situate
inquiry for what the future world and future research could look like. (p. xxxvii)
Through endarkened narrative inquiry, I continued the act of daughtering (Evans-Winters, 2019),
learning from the stories, practices, and philosophies of our foremothers and our elders. “We are
taught how to observe the unseen, contemplate the ignored, interpret the forgotten, and analyze
the taken for granted, and speak for the forbidden” (Evans-Winters, 2019, p. 139). These moves,
as a daughter-researcher, influenced my desire to understand the fullness of the stories of my
elders in ways that I had not as a child. For me, the stories that had always been present were
now about to be uncovered.
Data Analysis
I used NVIVO to examine patterns and themes that I noticed in the data and placed those
within the contexts of womanism (antioppressionism, vernacular, and spirituality), daughtering,
and Anna Julia Cooper’s legacy (accountability, social responsibility, identity, pedagogy as
activism, and located knowledge). During this process, I desired to disrupt traditional qualitative
analysis for themes and patterns and began to specifically ask, what stories were my elders and
ancestors telling? This question persisted throughout my analysis of Cooper’s digital archives
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and Auntie Geneva’s teaching memorabilia. With this question in mind, I engaged in spiritual
dialogue with Anna Julia Cooper and Auntie Geneva to better understand their stories and
wisdom through the archives. The physical act of returning to the homes of Cooper and Auntie
Geneva helped me to engage with their archival data and participate in ongoing dialogue in the
collection and analysis process. For example, dialogue with Cooper and her archival data in D.C.
led me to her residential home and on a reflective walk around her T Street neighborhood.
To further interact with the data and locate those stories, I printed out copies of all the
interview data and used highlighters to color-code the layers of stories. This method allowed me
to put my hands on the data and then apply and connect the layers and stories I identified in the
interviews and then connect those stories with the archival data. From this colorful, layered, and
interconnected process, the stories began to resemble “a coherent explanation or description of
the study’s phenomenon” (LeCompte, 2000, p. 150). These moves to analyze the data on a
screen with NVIVO and on paper laid out on tables together helped me to care for my elders’
stories in the process of curating these stories and illustrating the interconnectedness among
them.
Memoing
Following each interaction with data, I documented my reflection as an entry in my
research journal. Memos included reflective journaling, photography, selfies, notes to self, and
letters to Auntie Geneva and Anna Julia Cooper. Journal entries acted as theoretical field notes
that mapped my research activities, extracted meaning from multiple layers of data, maintained
momentum, and opened communication (Birks et al., 2008). My soft leather journal transcended
time, space, and spirit. It was a gateway for me as daughter-researcher to communicate with the
ancestors throughout data collection, analysis, and representation.
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The use of Cooper’s framework in the data analysis was not meant to triangulate
interview data, for example, with a deductive checklist of Cooper’s philosophies and practices as
a Black woman teacher (Mayan, 2016). Instead, Cooper’s framework functioned as the fertile
ground—the foundation—of this study. New ideas and philosophies emerged during this
research process that may challenge, extend, or even raise questions about Cooper’s framework.
All of these possibilities were part of the journey.
Quality and Rigor
This study contextualized the past and present through the use of crystallization
(Ellingson, 2008; Gordon, 2017; Richardson, 2000) to elevate the quality and rigor of data
collection and analyses. Crystallization’s multidimensionality captured the essence and
possibilities of this research and aligned with this study’s embodiment of intersectionality in
research (Esposito & Evans-Winters, 2021), along with theories of womanism, daughtering, and
Cooper’s ancestral legacy. Through crystallization, I positioned myself as the researcher and
participant in a way that provided a “deepened, complex, thoroughly partial, understanding” of
Black women teachers’ ancestral legacy (Richardson, 2000, p. 934). Crystallization also
encourages researchers to use various ways of collecting, analyzing, interpreting, and
representing data (Ellingson, 2008; Gordon, 2017). Ellingson (2008) defined crystallization
through a research framework that
combines multiple forms of analysis and multiple genres of representation into a coherent
text or series of related texts, building a rich and openly partial account of a phenomenon
that problematizes its own construction, highlights researchers’ vulnerabilities and
positionality, makes claims about socially constructed meanings, and reveals the
indeterminacy of knowledge claims even as it makes them. (p. 4)
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Like a crystal, the voices of the authors and the audience are interwoven research processes that
emphasize multiple forms of investigation, discovery, reflection, interpretation, and
representation (Lincoln et al., 2011; Stewart et al., 2017).
To achieve crystallization, I used multiple interviews over time to enhance my
understanding of Auntie Geneva’s life and legacy across intergenerational eras and groups of
people. In these interviews, I asked elders to reflect on their personal schooling experiences in
the local school system. A follow-up question asked participants to tell stories of historical
events that influenced their schooling experiences. Ultimately, I asked participants to tell stories
of their schooling experiences and their memories of Auntie Geneva.
The intersectional nature of historical ethnography—that it marries the past and present—
complemented and extended further opportunities for crystallization of the work of Auntie
Geneva in relation to Anna Julia Cooper. This study involved the collection and analysis of
multiple sources of data, particularly interview data and archival data, that “can be enhanced
through the inclusion of details drawn from other sources” (Roulston, 2010, p. 84). Bringing
together interview data with archival data assisted in clarifying the accuracy of factual details
that the elders recalled in their stories. In addition to factuality in historical details, authenticity
was also a central priority for the stories shared during the interviewing process. Having stories
from multiple members of the community provided a different facet to the legacy of Auntie
Geneva. The archival data offered additional facets to sometimes reflect, overlap, or clarify the
stories recounted during the community gathering and individual interviews. Coupled with the
layered approach to data analysis, the multifaceted stories helped me to crystallize the story
narrated in Chapter 4.
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This study involved me as researcher and as co-participant with familial and generational
connections, but this study also represented the stories of a rural town in South Georgia. To
honor these stories as a daughter in the community and as an ethical researcher, I used member
checking (Seale, 1999) as another strategic approach to ensure quality, trustworthiness, and rigor
in this study. I checked in with my elders in the follow up interviews when I shared the
transcripts and asked further questions, when I turned to my mother for additional information as
an important elder in both the community and my family, and when I turned to Anna Julia
Cooper’s framework and the theories of womanism and daughtering to frame and reframe the
stories to honor and embody their stories as extensions of these frameworks. Participants’ stories
and memories, archival data analysis, and my own stories and memories presented multiple and
various ways of knowing in relation to the phenomenon of being a Black woman teacher in the
rural South. Figure 9 further illustrates the ongoing reflective process of data collection and
analysis throughout the study.
Figure 9
Data Collection and Analysis Timeline
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Data Representation
Crystallization allows the researcher the space and opportunity to describe our findings as
we “encounter and make sense of data through more than one way of knowing” (Ellingson,
2008, p. 11). Like Gordon (2017), I embrace the understanding that there is no one way to
represent data and the knowledge that emerged during the data collection process. I anticipated
using multiple methods to represent data findings. With multiple ways of knowing in mind, I
used Wolcott’s (1994) three dimensions of data expression as a guide: description, analysis, and
interpretation. Description, as Wolcott (1994) described, encourages researchers to stay close to
the information derived from the interviews as it was originally recorded. Analysis pays attention
to “essential features and the systematic description of interrelationships among them” (p. 12).
Interpretation moves beyond descriptive facts and focused analysis; it allows for the probing and
examining of meanings and contexts within the data. Though I used Wolcott (1994) as a general
guide, I acknowledged that as I evolved and moved with the data as the daughter-researcher, the
best ways to represent rich, deeply complex stories also changed. I desired to walk in the steps of
Fournillier (2010) and to “write so that others can read, interpret, possibly understand,
and…make a difference” in the stories that I have the power and agency to share (p. 60). The
story I share here adds to the knowledge of Black women’s legacies and their ongoing
contributions to schools, communities, and the lives of their students, including me.
In Chapter 4, I return to my initial research questions and present the findings of my
historical ethnography through specific moves from endarkened storywork (Toliver, 2022) and
endarkened narrative inquiry (McClish-Boyd & Bhattacharya, 2021). My dissertation study
pursued an understanding of the intersections between the philosophies and practices of Anna
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Julia Cooper and present-day Black women teachers and the ways in which Black women
teachers embodied and continued philosophies and legacies of ancestral Black women teachers.
Through crystallization, this study blended multiple methods of investigation, discovery,
reflection, interpretation, and representation to (re)present and (re)member the histories and
legacies of Black women teachers in the South (Ellingson, 2009; Hodges, 2014). Data analysis
occurred throughout this project as my memos captured realizations and discoveries between
archival data, interview data, and secondary sources. In her historical ethnographic research,
Siddle Walker (2018) referred to this form of fluidity and multiplicity in data analysis as a
looping method that works to close gaps and create a fuller story.
Crystallization in historical ethnographic research and endarkened narrative analytical
approaches embraces the storied lives and experiences of Black women teachers throughout
generations in the United States. This layered approach to analysis resists traditional, positivist
methods of data representation and “allows space for the creative and cathartic use of fiction as a
means to be responsible to the communities we work with and for (Toliver, 2022, p. xvii). To
report and represent the data that I collected, analyzed, and crystallized in any form other than a
story misaligns with the tradition that made this work possible: Black storytelling. “The
embeddedness of storytelling in Black people’s lives means researching responsibly would
require storytelling in research, from our data collection to our data representation, especially
when working with Black populations” (Toliver, 2022, p. xvii). Thus, I present in Chapter 4 a
short story that can be shared with my academic, familial, and elder communities.
Endarkened narrative inquiry resists qualitative research practices centered in Whiteness
and presents an opportunity to show rather than tell (Fournillier, 2021). Inquiry, then, is a form
of data storytelling. The stories, voices, and lessons learned throughout this research study are far
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too rich to organize in traditional qualitative research structures. Durdella (2019) noted that data
drive stories. This means that, as a researcher, I used my intersectional lenses to curate and
convert individual, family, and community stories about Auntie Geneva and her legacy into one
that best elevates the findings and is most suitable for the intended audiences. Through my own
enactment of storytelling, I presented ways in which historical ethnography permitted me to do
Siddle Walker’s (2015) looping method.
In chapter 4, I share a story that represents the intersections and embodiment of the
philosophies and practices of ancestral and present-day Black women teachers. Chapter 5
provides further discussion of major findings and outcomes of the research process and present
multiple implications and learning possibilities for students, communities, teachers, and teacher
education. The stylistic choices in this narrative nod toward Afrofuturistic aesthetics to “reclaim
and recover the past, counter negative and elevate positive realities that exist in the present, and
create new possibilities for the future” (Toliver, 2022, p. xxi). Toward this goal of storytelling
with multiple audiences in mind, I used the affordances of word processing to highlight direct
connections to the interview data and archival materials. Italicized text signals scenes that take
place in a realm of virtual reality. Bold text represents direct quotes from data transcriptions and
my research journal. Footnotes signify published work referenced in the story.
Chapter 4 breaks bread with my ancestors and elders. I returned their gifts of wisdom,
knowledge, and presence with a story that speaks to the future of teacher education—one that is
informed by the past. My study was only possible through written and oral stories of Black
women teachers. Storytelling allowed me to fully embody the reimagining in teacher education
through dreaming of new possibilities for Black women and Black girls (Dillard, 2021).
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Ethical Considerations
In this historical ethnographic study on the ancestral legacy of Black women teachers, I
interacted as a daughter of the community and as a teacher education researcher. For this reason,
I took a strong position in anticipating ethical dilemmas and ensuring thoroughness during the
full research process. Critical examination of personal values, institutional values, disciplinary
values, and guiding principles of Zebulon community were imperative in the ethical decision
making in this study (Esposito & Evans-Winters, 2022). As briefly discussed earlier, my
personal values of comfort, care, and respect for elders were important in contributing a strong
story of my ancestor, Mrs. Geneva Woods, to the field of teacher education and my community.
The values of elders in the data collection and analysis process elevated the credibility and
quality of this study. Womanism and daughtering as central theories that informed such
processes, meant that care for elders and their stories must be, and indeed were, a consistent and
clear goal.
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Chapter 4
The Porch
Characters
Asia (Pooh)
Mom
Auntie Geneva
Grandma Lucile
Miss Julia, the museum docent
Dr. Uzomba (Asia as an adult)
Tiffany
Aurora (grew up with few BWTs)
Jessica (grew up with mostly BWTs)
Anna Julia Cooper
Geneva Woods
Brenda F. Mathis
Location
Grandma Lucile’s front porch
The Museum of Teacher Education
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I sat at the top of the three concrete porch steps with my hands planted on the floor
behind my back for support as I dreamed into the sky. I looked beyond the big oak tree in the
yard. My mother and grandmother sat behind me in white porch chairs, the metal screen door
separating them as they talked about the weather and local news. The front porch, wooden and
painted one shade darker than Georgia red clay, was the gathering place for my family.
“Asia,” my grandmother interrupted my pondering of whether a particular cloud
resembled a duck or Mickey Mouse. “Bring me a bowl for these beans.” Grandma Lucile
hunched over a brown paper bag, preparing butter beans for Sunday dinner.
I rose from the dusty porch steps and wiped pollen off the seat of my denim shorts.
Afternoons sitting on the front porch with Grandma Lucile and my mom always felt like
a treat after a long school day. School was a foreign place for a girl like me: The stares from my
classmates whenever we glossed over slavery in our textbooks, random hands reaching for my
beaded plaits during recess, being the only Black student in my class year after year. Home was
different: Listening to the richness of my family’s heritage in the stories shared on this porch,
careful hands tended to each strand of my hair, and here I could resist the woes of school and feel
free to be myself.
“And bring that hair grease so I can grease your scalp,” my mother added. “We have to
get ready for your birthday. My ten-year-old can’t be looking a mess.” Mom, in a white Tommy
Hilfiger oversized shirt and black capris, sat up in her porch chair. She cooled herself with an old
church fan.
As I entered the house, I heard the familiar sound of car wheels rolling over the gravel in
the driveway. Before I could close the screen door, I heard my grandmother say: “And don’t
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slam that door!” I had already made it halfway to the kitchen, but I ran back to the door to close
it softly.
“There go my sister Geneva.” I heard my grandma say. My great aunt Geneva was
coming to visit: To sit on the porch, talk about small town happenings, the good ole days, and
what the two elder women would wear for Sunday church service.
I began to walk a little faster to the kitchen to grab the bowl my grandmother requested.
For me, Auntie Geneva visiting our front porch meant receiving warm kisses on the cheek and
listening to the stories and wisdom she collected from her teaching career.
I returned to the porch with hair grease and a bowl for the beans. Auntie Geneva had
already made her way onto the porch. She handed Grandma Lucile a grocery bag of lemons and
kissed her on the cheek. Mom hugged her and then moved to another empty seat on the porch.
Before Auntie Geneva could sit in Mom’s former seat, I skipped over to her.
“Hey, Auntie Geneva!” I exclaimed as I hugged her, holding my arms tight around her
shoulders.
I took my new seat on the porch floor in front of Mom. She pulled a rat tooth comb from
her back pocket and began to part and moisturize my hair.
“Geneva,” Grandma Lucile turned to my great aunt. “I was thinking about the Movement
this morning. Pooh is learning about it at school, but you know they don’t talk about what we
really went through.”
Auntie Geneva nodded her head in agreement.
The late spring sun always wrapped me like a warm blanket on this porch. The warm air
and soothing feel of hair grease began to rock me to sleep with a sweet lullaby of porch
conversations. I drifted to sleep.
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The future.
I could feel the nervousness spread throughout my body as I sat in the desk chair at the
front of the study room. A large television was mounted on the wall behind me. Two large white
rectangular tables were in front of me. Soft black desk chairs were arranged in preparation for
conversations to begin at these tables. Today would be the first day I met my students in my
introductory course on education. Instead of meeting in the assigned course classroom at the
college, I sent an email to each student notifying them that we would meet at the newly
constructed Museum of Education that was housed on our campus. Miss Julia, our museum
docent, permitted me to use one of the study rooms to gather with students at the beginning of
class. I sensed confusion and anxiety from my students in their responses to my email, but I had
a goal in mind. The Museum of Education was not your typical museum. Not only did the
museum utilize the latest technological advances to illustrate historical artifacts and tell the
stories of education throughout eras in the United States, but this museum also exclusively
curated the stories of Black women teachers throughout history.
“I proudly and sadly say we are the first museum to do so,” Miss Julia shared over the
phone when I had called two weeks ago to request the tour.
I shook my head and smiled. “You did it,” I said to myself. I noticed a mirror on
the back wall. “The little girl from Pike County became a doctor—a professor.”
My attention shifted to the mahogany wood door in the room. The narrow offwhite curtain hanging over the door’s glass window began to sway. I looked around the
room for an air conditioning vent to explain the curtain’s peculiar movement. I decided to
stand up and walk around the room to loosen my nerves. As I walked closer to the door, I
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heard voices from the corridor outside. I had arrived thirty minutes before class started to rest my
nerves and become familiar with the space before the students arrived. It sounded like they were
already ready and waiting.
“Hi, I’m Tiffany,” I heard a voice say to the other students outside of the door. “Do you
know why she is starting the first day of class in a museum?” I heard Tiffany flip through pages
of what I could assume to be the course syllabus.
“Hey, I’m Jessica,” another voice chimed in. “I was wondering the same thing.”
“Yeah,” Tiffany said. “I wanted to be prepared for the first day of fall semester, so I
printed a copy of the syllabus, but it didn’t help. I think the library printer is on strike.” She held
up a handful of blank sheets of paper.
I smiled. I made a bold decision to decenter the rigidity of a syllabus by purposefully
altering the document so that it would not print on white paper.
“I hope they understand why I did that after our tour today,” I whispered to myself.
“I’m Aurora,” another voice joined the group. “Um, I think we can enter. She’s at the
door and it’s a minute past our class time.
I cleared my throat and looked down at my watch. Oops! The mahogany door slowly
opened. I jumped towards the edge of the nearest table, and pretended to take notes on the signin sheet as students began to trickle in.
“Good morning,” I exclaimed and raised my hand to signal hello to each student as they
walked in. “Welcome!”
Minutes later, we were indulged in first-day introductions: What is your name? Where
are you from? What do you hope to receive and contribute to this class?
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“I just really want to learn as much as I can for the Praxis exams,” Jessica said. “I
don’t test well, and I can’t afford to take it no more than once.”
Tiffany nodded her head to agree. “I feel that, Jessica. Me? I have always wanted
to teach those most neglected. I hope this course helps me get closer to that.”
“Thank you for sharing, Tiffany,” I smiled. “Your words remind me of—”
Miss Julia appeared under recessed lights framing the door. Her dark brown hair
was styled in a tidy French braid bun. Her white turtleneck was neatly tucked into her
black pencil skirt. The braided gold brooch around her neck sparkled in the light. Miss
Julia adjusted the ruffles at the end of her sleeves. Her black penny loafers pressed firmly
onto the floor. Once she saw that she had my attention, she signaled that our tour would
begin soon.
“I come from a small, rural town. I only had two Black teachers before and they
were women,” Aurora’s voice was tentative and she shifted in her seat. “I feel like I can
make a difference if I return to my hometown and teach there.”
“I have a question about the syllabus,” Tiffany asked as she held up her copy.
“The course schedule is blank. Can we get another copy?”
I laughed. My locs brushed against the desk as I squinted intently at the syllabus I
was holding. “Oh!” I looked up. “I did that on purpose. What we learn today determines
where we go next.” I looked around the room, hoping to see excitement. I was met with
blank and confused stares from my students. Maybe I was too ambitious to begin the
semester this way.
Aurora cracked a smile and looked around the room. “Is this everyone that’s
going to be in the class?”
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I looked around and noticed her bewilderment. Every person in the class was Black and
presented as woman.
Miss Julia finally spoke. “Hello, I am Miss Julia. Are we ready?”
“Here we go with old white men and their thoughts on education,” Jessica whispered to
Tiffany, but loud enough for Miss Julia and me to hear. Jessica cleared her throat and began to
shuffle in her bag. “Where is my mirror?” she questioned softly.
“What brings you and your class to the museum on the first day of the semester?” Miss
Julia asked. “We usually are pretty slow during this time of the year.” She glanced at me as if she
were waiting for an answer she already knew.
“That’s what I was wondering,” Tiffany added.
“If I may,” Miss Julia began. “I believe that starting here instead is wise. To be cognizant
of the past and present environment of education. We look back, not to become inflated with
conceit because of the depths from which we have arisen, but that we may learn wisdom from
experience.”
“This is an introductory course on teaching and pedagogy,” I answered in the same tone I
used earlier this morning while practicing in my bathroom mirror. “Miss Julia, my students,
these women,” I gestured with my hand, “are the next generation of teachers.”
“I see,” Miss Julia walked through the group of students. Each students’ eyes seemed to
be glued to her movements. “Do you know where you come from?”
Students began to chime in with their hometown’s name. Miss Julia chuckled. “I like this
class,” she looked over to me. “That’s good to know, but I mean, if you are teachers, do you
know the early philosophers of education? Do you know where they came from?”
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I could feel the sun warming my forehead. Sweat dripped into my eyes and
interrupted my dreaming.
“Girl, you better hold still.” My mom warned. I sat up straighter to avoid falling
asleep again.
“You know, Lucile,” Auntie Geneva sat up straight in her chair. “I think about my
babies throughout the years and how they used to call me Mother Woods or Mother
Mangham back before I married David. They have names for it now—culturally relevant
teaching. God forbid you say critical race theory. I know you saw that on the news, ‘Cile.
But back then we taught our students a certain way. We saw their needs and did the
best we could with what we had.”
“You’re telling it like it is,” Grandma Lucile smiled and handed Auntie Geneva a
lemon from the grocery bag she brought to the porch.
“I’m still sad that I never had you as my teacher,” Mom added. “Still, I hear
stories about what kind of teacher you were and what you did for the Class of 1969.”
Honk, honk, honk! A car honked as it passed on the street in front of the yard.
“There go, Pixie!” Mom smiled. I looked over to the women on the porch who all raised their
hands briefly as a response to the car. Though the car had reached the stop sign at the end of the
street, I followed suit and raised my hand too.
“Who is Pixie?” I chimed in.
“Your teacher, Mrs. Brenda Flemister!” Auntie Geneva answered. “You know I
taught her?”
My jaw dropped. “You taught my teacher?!”
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“I sure did,” my great aunt smiled down at me. “I was her coach in basketball too.”
“I never knew that, Auntie,” I looked up at her from behind strands of hair.
“You know,” she massaged the lemon that Grandma Lucile handed her. “Black women
teachers are connected—just like the generations that sit on this porch right now. We have
something special that we got from our mothers—our ancestors.”
Auntie Geneva rose from her chair. “Lucile, I need to make some lemonade. We might
have some more people coming.”
I laid my head on my mother’s thigh and nestled back into a sense of comfort that carried
me back into a porch slumber.
~

~

~

“That’s what this museum is about: Understanding where you come from,” Miss Julia
continued. “We begin with the stories and voices of Black women teachers. Our Museum of
Education contains carefully curated artifacts that show you these stories.”
We followed her out of the study room. There, Miss Julia stood in front of the entrance to
the first exhibit. A warm aroma of lemons drifted in the air.
“Do you smell lemons?” Jessica sniffed. Her classmates agreed. The group quickly
refocused their attention on Miss Julia.
“You can interact with the artifacts, but our museum has something that others simply do
not.” She proudly held up a pair of mahogany-colored glasses. “These are virtual reality glasses
that allow you to converse with history.”
“Those are cute,” Jessica said. “Do we get a pair?”
“Yes,” Miss Julie tucked the mahogany glasses into the collar of her blouse. “You will
receive your pair soon. However, yours will look a bit different than mine.”
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“This way,” Miss Julia motioned. The class filed behind me as I followed our
docent into the first exhibit.
“How are the exhibits arranged, Miss Julia?” Tiffany asked.
“I was hoping someone would ask!” Miss Julia and I said together. What a coincidence.
Shocked, I nodded at Miss Julia to answer.
Miss Julia had a familiar spirit—one that felt warm and welcoming as if she was an elder
that you had not seen since you were a child.
“Dr. Uzomba? Class?” Miss Julia motioned to me. “Welcome to our first exhibit: The
Presence of Black Women Teachers. In this exhibit, we hear stories of identity and presence of
Black women teachers.”
In this room, the walls were covered with mounted portraits of Black women throughout
history. A round black platform stage lifted from the center of the exhibit. The students walked
closer to the displays on the walls. Aurora found a red button on the wall next to the entrance.
She pondered whether she should push the button or not.
“Go ahead,” Miss Julia permitted.
A holographic image appeared on the stage. A woman dress in a lapeled black leather
coat looked around the room at the portraits as she rested one hand at the side of her long black
skirt. Her head was adorned with a black headpiece that could be a nineteenth century bonnet or
maybe a scarf. She rested her glance on Miss Julia.
“That is Susie King Taylor,” Miss Julia said as the other students moved from
their portraits and joined the group in front of the stage. “She was the first Black teacher
to teach openly in a school for formerly enslaved African Americans in Georgia.”

85

Susie King Taylor’s scarf transformed into a neatly parted French braid. A white buttondown shirt replaced the shirt tucked into her skirt. Her leather coat evolved into a small black
blazer. I instantly recognized this woman: Dr. Anna Julia Cooper.
Miss Julia stood silent, beaming at the image of Dr. Cooper.
“Are you going to tell us who this is?” Aurora asked.
“Miss Julia?” Tiffany turned toward the docent.
“Class, this is Dr. Anna Julia Cooper,” I said.
“Ooh,” Jessica exclaimed. “I’ve heard of her!”
Miss Julia’s reverie ended abruptly as she snapped her neck in Jessica’s direction and
grinned. “Child, what do you know about her?”
Jessica avoided eye contact with Miss Julia. “I don’t know much, but I know her name.
My high school literature teacher had her photograph pasted on her classroom wall.”
“We’ll change that today,” I smiled as I joined Jessica and Miss Julia in front of the
stage. As I walked closer to Miss Julia, I noticed that her facial profile resembled that of Anna
Julia Cooper. Her nose rested in the same position and her eyes were firm.
The students continued to move along the exhibit, stopping to admire the walls of Black
women teachers’ portraits.
“Now that’s how you wear a hat!” Jessica extended her arms and snapped her fingers.
I smiled, excited that the students were appreciating the tour. I looked over to the portrait
she was referring to. My jaw dropped. How could it be? It was a portrait of my great Aunt
Geneva.
“You can tell us about this woman,” Miss Julia smirked. The rest of the students formed a
circle around me as I stood in front of Auntie Geneva’s portrait.
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I began: “This is Mrs. Geneva Mangham Woods, my great aunt, my Auntie
Geneva. Her students often called her ‘Mama Woods’ or ‘Mama Mangham’ before she
was married. She was a teacher for nearly forty years in Pike County, a small rural county
about an hour south of Atlanta. She was the first Black teacher to integrate Pike County
High School—a school I attended decades later as a student. She was a fierce force in my
community—a calm spirit of wisdom.”
In the portrait, Auntie Geneva’s mouth was curved in a delicate, yet proud smile.
Her gaze fixed on something on the other side of the room. From the corner of my eye, I
noticed a familiar smile in a portrait on the other side of the exhibit. I turned in the
direction of her gaze and found a portrait of my seventh-grade science teacher: Mrs.
Brenda Flemister-Mathis. Her bright pink suit jacket matched the illuminating smile she
sported. Aurora walked in front of her portrait.
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Figure 10
Mrs. Brenda (circa 2005)

“Wow,” Aurora sighed. I watched as she walked closer and Miss Julia stood next to her.
“There have been so many notable Black women teachers in our history, but we barely know any
of them—well, I don’t at least.” Other students voiced their agreement with Aurora’s sentiment.
“We know this one!” Tiffany exclaimed. “It’s our professor.”
The students flocked to a portrait blocking my view of what was a photograph of me.
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Figure 11
Asia Thomas (circa 2017)
“You have to know where you come from—who
you come from.” I said. “The past informs so much of
who we are.”
“I feel like this is what we carry with
us,” Aurora nudged me as she looked up at the
exhibit sign. “I’m not just a teacher—I’m a
Black woman teacher. I just don’t really know
what that means yet.”
“Start there,” Miss Julia softly urged.
She pointed toward a line of glasses neatly hanging on the wall. Small light fixtures
illuminated each pair of glasses on the wall. “Use these glasses to speak to the ancestors
and elders. They can tell a richer story of what you see in the exhibit.”
The students and I walked closer to the row of clear plastic-rimmed glasses that,
except for color, were identical to the mahogany pair Miss Julia showed us in the study
room.
Tiffany hesitantly looked at the lenses on her virtual reality glasses. She rotated
the temples of the glasses. “Don’t worry, child,” Miss Julia walked to her side. “You can
take off your seeing glasses. You’ll be able to see with these.” She helped Tiffany replace
her eyeglasses with virtual reality glasses.
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“You’ll do more than see, beloved,” Miss Julia continued. “You will hear, taste, smell,
and feel—all senses are stimulated.” Miss Julia’s voice began to drift as we entered the virtual
reality inside the glasses.
A porch appeared on a stage in the center of the room. The details of the porch became
clearer as we moved closer. We were standing in front of a cherry wood porch that was
strikingly similar to that of my Grandma Lucile’s. I could feel the warm sun beaming on us. The
front porch was connected to a house with dutch lap siding that resembled the color of fresh
lemons. Baskets of azaleas and marigolds hung from the porch’s ceiling. Plastic white porch
chairs rocked in sync.
“You should get out of that sun,” a voice from the porch called. “We have room for you
up here.” With my students behind me, I walked closer to the voice. I used the back of my hand
to shield my eyes from the glaring sun.
“Pooh,” a familiar voice called. “I heard you’ve been talking about me! Who have you
brought with you?” My students looked over at me.
“Pooh!?” Jessica giggled. “Who is that?”
I was too captivated in the beauty of the women on the porch to be embarrassed. The
voice that invited us to the porch belonged to Dr. Anna Julia Cooper. Just as poised as her
portrait in the museum, she sat at the head of the porch, next to the metal screen door. She wore
a loose white linen dress that flowed to her ankles. Next to her was my great aunt Geneva—the
voice that revealed my childhood nickname to my students. She wore a white, button-down linen
shirt with white linen pants. A wide-brimmed straw hat rested on her head. My seventh-grade
science teacher Mrs. Brenda Flemister-Mathis sat on the other side of my great aunt, adorned in
white, wide leg pants and a flowy white blouse. I always felt like she and I spoke a special
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language in school: She was one of the only Black women teachers I had, and I was one
of a few Black students in the whole school.
My students followed me up the steps of the porch as I walked over to Anna Julia
Cooper. Before I introduced my students to her, I wanted to formally introduce myself to
her first. I held out my hand.
“Dr. Cooper, it is such an honor,” I began.
She playfully tossed my hand away and embraced me in a warm hug.
“Asia,” she whispered. “You know me. I’ve been with you all along.”
“Class, this is Dr. Anna Julia Cooper. We have the honor of being in her presence.”
I walked over to my great aunt. She stood up from her porch chair and stretched out her
arms to me.
“Welcome home,” she said as she pulled me in for a hug. She kissed my cheek, and her
familiar hands wiped the remnants of tears from my eyes.
“Allow me to introduce you to my great aunt, Mrs. Geneva Mangham Woods.” I opened
my arms. “And this is Mrs. Brenda Flemister-Mathis, my seventh-grade science teacher.”
“You call can call me Mrs. Brenda,” she smiled. “I am honored to be here.”
“You and me both,” Aurora said as she shook Mrs. Brenda’s hand.
The elder women took their seats. Dr. Cooper gestured for us to sit on the cherry
porch steps.
“We’ve been waiting for you,” Auntie Geneva said. “We have prepared lemonade for
you. We don’t want this heat to keep you from your purpose.”
“Yes,” Dr. Cooper gestured toward a small wooden table. A glass carafe of iced lemonade and
empty glass cups sat on a golden tray.
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“You know,” Dr. Cooper sat up from her chair. “In my day, so many others wanted to
speak for us—Black men, white men, white women! I said it plainly: Only the Black woman can
say ‘when and where I enter.’ You have to know who you are to understand the power of your
presence. Wherever I enter, my people enter with me.”1
“And our presence is so powerful,” Mrs. Brenda added. “Mrs. Woods, you taught me
that.”
“It’s what you do with that presence that counts,” Auntie Geneva said. She looked over
at Aurora.
“I hardly had any Black teachers in school,” Aurora looked down at pieces of stray
gravel on the stairs and folded her hands in her lap.
“I can attest to that too,” Mrs. Brenda handed Aurora the fan. “Asia—you know as well.
Going through school myself, I didn't have a whole lot of Black teachers. But I wanted to be a
Black teacher in the Pike County Schools. So my students could at least have a Black teacher
going through.”
Mrs. Brenda reached under her porch chair and placed a small stack of yearbooks on the
lap of her linen pants. She motioned for Aurora to come closer, and then moistened her fingers
to turn through pages that marked her teaching tenure. Mrs. Brenda showed Aurora the faculty
pages of each yearbook in her lap.
“What about the other Black women teachers?” Aurora asked as she thumbed through
the yearbooks.
Mrs. Brenda looked upwards to the soft clouds that nestled the burning sun. “We’ll get to
that today—I hope.”

1

(Cooper, 1892, p. 12)
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Mrs. Brenda straightened her back and fixed her attention back on the yearbooks.
A small photo fell from the pages of the yearbook and landed on the porch floor.
Aurora picked up the photograph and blew remnants of dust from it. She looked
at the back: MRS. FLEMISTER’S CLASS, 1992.
Figure 12
Mrs. Brenda’s Class Photo, 1992

“I didn't reach all of the students,” Mrs. Brenda handed a glass of lemonade to
Cooper and Auntie Geneva before she turned to us. “But I got some of them. It was very
important and to this day, you know what, I never regret coming back here.”
“Now for me,” Auntie Geneva said after a sip. “I came up during segregation. I
went to the Black schools and taught in the Black schools—up until they told me they told
me to go teach at the white school. They were integrating, you see. That changed it all.
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But even at the integrated school, I could see that my presence was significant for the Black
students and the White students.”
Auntie Geneva pulled out two yearbooks from under her porch chair: a faded red book
and a silver book. She handed the red one to Tiffany and the silver one to Jessica.
“Wow,” Tiffany said as she flipped through the black-and-white yearbook pages. “Here
you are right here!”
The 1971 Pike County High School yearbook was dedicated to Auntie Geneva. A small
poem and four photos of her were arranged on the page.
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Figure 13
Dedication Page in PCHS Yearbook (1971)

Auntie Geneva smiled and nodded. “Yes, I loved my students. I loved my job.”
Tiffany handed the yearbook to Jessica.
“I always love to see yearbook comments,” Jessica flipped to the back pages of the
yearbook.
“Read them to us,” Dr. Cooper sat up in her porch chair.
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Jessica read the comments at the top of the black-and-white page. She paused before she
read the bottom comment. “This is such a beautiful comment. It says: Mrs. Mangham, I guess
you’ll never really know just how much I really think of you. Many times if it hadn’t been for
you, I would have just given up. I really envy Stacey. She has the most understanding person in
the world for a mother. Always stay as you are & don’t ever forget about me. Love Always,
Starr.
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Figure 14
Student Comments in 1971 PCHS Yearbook

“Your presence was very important to Starr,” Aurora said. “To all your students.”
“Mrs. Woods’ presence was so powerful for me as a student,” Mrs. Brenda added.
“Mrs. Brenda,” I grabbed her hand. “Your presence was just the same to me.” She
flashed her bright smile to me.
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“Umph!” Jessica was jolted from the porch. The rest of us quickly pulled our clear
glasses from our faces.
Miss Julia was helping Jessica from the floor. Her glasses were broken, the clear frames
now in pieces on the floor.
“No worry,” Miss Julia rested her hand on Jessica’s shoulder. “It is time to move on to
the next exhibit.”
I glanced at the gold watch on my wrist. Class time was nearly over.
“Jessica,” Tiffany whispered. “You were looking for a mirror. Here’s one.”
Jessica looked into the oval mirror in a rusty bronze frame hung adjacent to the exhibit’s
exit door.
“Thanks, but this one is blurry.” Jessica frowned
“That’s weird,” Tiffany shrugged. “I can see myself clearly.”
“Ladies,” Miss Julia called Tiffany and Jessica. The rest of the group was already at the
entrance of the next exhibit. “Can we continue?”
Miss Julia walked to the center of the room. “This exhibit is called Knowledge of Black
Women Teachers. In this room, we experience historical artifacts that represent the wide array
of knowledge of Black women who were teachers.”
Tiffany looked up at a holographic image of Sojourner Truth standing in front of a
wooden podium. The words OHIO WOMEN’S RIGHTS CONVENTION, MAY 29, 1851 were
engraved on the front of the podium. Sojourner looked down to Tiffany and reached her hands
toward Tiffany.
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“I think Ms. Truth wants you at the podium,” Miss Julia called. The rest of the
students gathered around the podium as Tiffany made her way up. The words of
Sojourner Truth’s “Ain’t I a Woman?” speech danced around the room and Tiffany
began to recite them to us.
Jessica used her finger to swipe through a collection of papers on the wall.
“Look,” she said in amazement. “I never knew this about Ida B. Wells.”
“Share with your class,” Miss Julia advised.
Jessica swiped papers in our directions. Aurora scanned the Supreme Court legal
brief for Wells’s lawsuit against the Chesapeake, Ohio, and Southwestern Railroad
Company. Tiffany perused pages of Southern Horrors: Lynch Law in All Its Phases.
“These artifacts first help us understand the experiences and truths of Black
women throughout history,” Miss Julia said as she turned in a circle in the center of the
room, arms outstretched toward the artifacts along the walls of the room.
The students joined me in front of a photograph of Auntie Geneva holding a jar of
some scientific substance.
“She’s just teaching her class,” Jessica shrugged. “I already know that content
knowledge is necessary to teach.”
“It’s the knowledge she is sharing that you don’t see,” Miss Julia uttered as she
walked by. A cool breeze followed her. Tiffany gave me a blank look.
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Figure 15
Auntie Geneva during Class Lab

“This exhibit helps us understand what Anna Julia Cooper means when she says our
intersectional identities and positions in the world are forms of knowledge,” I confidently began
as I gathered the students’ attention.
“Let them hear that themselves,” Miss Julia surprisingly shushed me. “Join us on the porch.”
“Miss Julia,” Aurora turned to our docent. “I noticed you have glasses too. Where do you
go when we visit the porch?”
“We are running out of time, child.” She looked at the glass clock hanging over the
exhibit’s exit door. “You will know by the end of the tour.”
Aurora shrugged. Tiffany handed Jessica a new pair of glasses to replace her broken pair.
We placed our virtual reality glasses on our faces and were back in our seats on the porch.
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Mrs. Brenda looked up and clapped her hands. “You are back! Now, I can speak
for myself. Now, I did not have Dr. Cooper as my teacher. But it’s like she taught me
herself. I had Mrs. Woods—some might know her as Mrs. Mangham. She taught us from
her own experiences.”
Mrs. Brenda looked over to Jessica.
“You were wondering what was so important about Mrs. Woods ‘just teaching.’
That’s fair. You have to understand that we teach from our identities—our experiences.
For example, Mrs. Woods knew the path that she had to take, you know, just being the
first Black teacher in this newly integrated school. And she knew that it was different
for us Black students being in that school, because of the fact that we were Black at
that time, you know.”
Mrs. Brenda handed Jessica a napkin for the condensation that was dripping from her
glass of lemonade.
“She wanted us to do the best that we could,” Mrs. Brenda joined hands with
Auntie Geneva. “I learned that from her because I tried to do my students the same way
and motivate them: You can do this. You can do more than what you do. And you can
do better. And that's the motivation that she gave us.”
“We are agents of intellect—of wisdom—in the face of oppression and inequity,” Cooper
said as she refilled Tiffany’s empty glass with lemonade “Not many can more sensibly realize
and more accurately tell the weight and the fret of the ‘long dull pain’ of oppression than the
open-eyed but hitherto voiceless Black Woman of America.”2

2

(Cooper, 1892, p. xi)
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“So is it like this from the exhibit?” Aurora pulled out a small yellow book with a red
title: Teaching to Transgress. She flipped through the pages of bell hook’s book until she found
the page she was searching for. She read aloud the passage:
“We learned early that our devotion to learning, to a life of the mind, was a counterhegemonic act, a fundamental way to resist every strategy of white racist colonization. Though
they did not define or articulate these practices in theoretical terms, my teachers were enacting a
revolutionary pedagogy of resistance that was profoundly anticolonial.”3
Cooper looked over to Auntie Geneva. The two women nodded together.
I used my index finger to push my glasses above my forehead and rest them at the crown
of my locs. Miss Julia was standing in the center of the exhibit room with her hands resting on
her hips.
“How’s the porch?” she asked.
“It feels so real,” Tiffany folded her glasses and placed them in her blouse pocket. “I did
not think that we would be doing this on the first day of class.”
Aurora tucked one temple of her glasses into her shirt collar. Jessica carefully clasped her
new pair of glasses in her hand.
“The porch is a special place,” Miss Julia motioned to me. “It gives you the story of what
you see and learn in the exhibit.” Once Miss Julia knew she had my attention, her eyes fixed on
something hanging on the wall behind me. I turned around to view the target of her glance: a
sign above a doorway with PEDAGOGIES in gold letters on a dark cherry wood sign.
“Can you lead us in, Doc?” Miss Julia walked next to me. She rested her hand on my
shoulder.

3

(hooks, 1994, p. 2)

102

I trusted Miss Julia’s faith in me. With each exhibit and each visit to the porch,
confidence began to push away the initial sense of nervousness I felt at the beginning of our tour.
“Class,” I called the students together. We entered a room with lights that seemed
to be a little brighter than the last room.
Jessica stopped to admire a black-and-white photograph of Septima Clark and
Rosa Parks. Mrs. Clark, in a button-down collar dress, looked into Jessica’s eyes.
“We move on now to our next exhibit: The Pedagogies of Black Women Teacher,”
Miss Julia announced.
“Take your time, child!” A voice from the photograph exclaimed.
I was unsure if that voice belonged to Mrs. Clark, Mrs. Parks, or Miss Julia, but I knew
what that phrase meant. I remembered this call as an affirmation from the Baptist church elders
when a shy or unsure soloist was about to perform.
My mother’s words appeared then, illuminated across the white panel molding of the
exhibit hall: You got a lot to say, Asia. Let them hear.
The spirit of my ancestors overcame me like the first time I spoke in tongues during
Sunday service. I was intimately aware of the words I spoke, yet I relinquished control as I
walked the students through the unique pedagogies of Black women teachers: A lineage of care
and accountability.
Deep breath.
My students looked at me in awe. Tiffany nodded as she scribbled notes in a small black
leather journal. In the back corner of the exhibit, Miss Julia fanned both of her hands toward me.
Jessica and Aurora were snapping in unison.
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“Let’s explore further, I said as I regained my composure. The students drifted toward the
walls of the exhibit. I found Tiffany standing in front of a large photograph in a golden metal
frame.
“Tiffany,” I began. “You said something earlier that stuck with me. You said you wanted
to teach the neglected people--”
“Dr. Uzomba,” Tiffany interrupted without taking an eye from the photograph. “For
some reason, this looks like a room in a house. It could be the fireplace that makes me think
that.”
“Wow,” I exhaled as I realized the significance of the photograph and what I was
intending to ask Tiffany about. The black-and-white photograph captured Black students seated
at desks in a room of bookshelves. As I looked closer, the students in the photograph came to
life: Writing notes in their notebooks, turning pages in their textbooks, shifting in their wooden
desks. A banner with large, neatly printed words “FRELINGHUYSEN UNIVERSITY” hung
above them (Figure 16).
“These are Dr. Cooper’s students.” I moved closer to the glass that protected the
photograph for a better view.
“Can you tell me more about them?” Tiffany asked.
“I can assume these are her adult education students,” I looked over to her. “You see, she
firmly believed in the advancement of adult education programs. She became the second
president of Frelinghuysen University in 1930. Once she became president, the university
became the Frelinghuysen Group of Schools for Colored Working People. In the face of
challenging times for the university, especially financially, she volunteered to hold classes in her
home.”
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Figure 16
Dr. Cooper’s Frelinghuysen Students

Photo Credit: The House History Man
“Dr. Cooper understood her pedagogical mission to the neglected people, similar to what you
said earlier during introductions. Her pedagogy was visible inside and outside of the classroom.
She advocated for her students: She wrote numerous letters on the university’s behalf, raised
funds for her schools, rejected racist textbooks and mandated curriculum. You don’t see that in
the photograph—but it’s there.”
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Figure 17
Asia at the 2018 Oklahoma Teacher Walkout

~
~
~
I noticed something about Miss Julia that my students had not yet noticed: She was
transforming. Her confident strut remained, but she walked a little slower with each exhibit we
visited. The strands of her neat French-braided hair glimmered with new shades of gray. Her face
appeared softer, and her wrinkles grew deeper with every room we entered.
“Black women teachers persist and resist with a firm belief in accountability,” Miss Julia
voiced.
“Yes,” I added. Jessica and Tiffany eagerly placed the clear glasses back on their faces.
Before I put on my glasses, I noticed Aurora examining a glass display box on the wall. A light
illuminated a shiny white graduation gown with a matching cap. A purple tassel swayed from
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side to side. A purple and white graduation stole hung from the shoulders of the gown.
PCCH was embroidered on one side of the stole. Class of 1969 was embroidered on the
other side.

We were back on the porch with the elders, and Cooper was in the middle of a
tirade. We sat down quickly on the porch steps and found empty glasses collected at the
top step.
“And don’t get me started on accountability!” Cooper poured lemonade into our
empty glasses. Jessica nodded her head in gratitude. She tilted her head back and gulped
down the lemonade.
The elder women chuckled. “Girl, there’s more on this porch!” Auntie Geneva
waved her hand to Jessica.
“I’m sorry,” Jessica wiped her wet lips. “I’ve been waiting for this since we first
arrived.”
Tiffany looked over to me as if she needed permission to drink. We both grinned
and sipped on the lemonade just like the ladies on the porch.
Aurora slowly tasted the lemonade. “Wow,” she exclaimed. “This lemonade
tastes so familiar.” She rested the glass next to her feet. “Can we learn more? We are
learning about the pedagogies of Black women teachers. What does accountability have
to do with pedagogy?”
“Well,” Auntie Geneva took a sip and continued, “It’s not that it has to do with it.
We want you to understand what we have had to do and how we had to do it.”
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“Now, see,” Cooper began. “In my day, when rights—equality and liberation—were
discussed, our voices were missing. Some thought they could speak for us. Others refused to
listen. As I said before only Black women can speak on the pain and struggles of oppression in
this country. Some might see the way we teach as tough—but I see it as love and care.”
“And in the classroom,” Mrs. Brenda tipped her glass to Cooper. “They called it tough
and mean when I held high expectations for my students.”
“I told that Superintendent—Dr. Ballou—I may seem to some to be ‘just a restless old
woman’ who does not know how to quit, but I’d be quite willing to quit, however, just as soon as
this work is placed where its service is recognized, to the extent of being allowed to go forward
to reach an otherwise unthought of class of people—”4
“—the neglected people,”5 Tiffany emphasized.
Anna Julia Cooper paused and stared at Tiffany. She cracked a smile.
“That’s right!” Cooper reached her hand toward Tiffany and gave her a high-five.
“She’s getting it!”
“I wrote so many letters—too many letters—to Superintendent Ballou and the Board of
Education to appeal and protest the dissolution of Frelinghuysen’s accreditation,” Cooper
continued.
“An old restless woman,” Auntie Geneva sipped her lemonade and shook her head.
“That’s probably what they called me too when I was determined that my babies would have
their graduation—even if it was forty-nine years later.”
“I saw the graduate gown and tassel in the exhibit,” Aurora said. "Could you tell us
more about that?”

4
5

Decennial Catalogue of Frelinghuysen University, 64.
(Cooper 1930/1998, p. 250)
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I heard the familiar sound of gravel rolling under tires in the driveway. A tall man
climbed out of the truck. His eyes went straight to Auntie Geneva. He smiled and wiped his brow
with the back of his hand.
“I know that ain’t—” Auntie Geneva handed her glass to me as she rose from her
porch chair.
“Mama Woods!” the roaring voice of the tall man belonged to Charles Lynn
Davis. I could also recognize the gray-haired woman who emerged from the passenger
side of the truck: Mrs. Daisy M. Anderson Harris. Mr. Davis, a local business owner, and
Mrs. Harris were students of Pike County Consolidated High School’s all-Black class of
1969.
“I hope you ladies don’t mind if we sit awhile with you,” Mr. Davis leaned on the
porch rail.
“You know,” Auntie Geneva began to get up to pour lemonade into two empty
glasses. “You both can help me tell the story.”
“Auntie,” I rose. “I can get the lemonade for them.”
Mrs. Harris looked over to my students. “Who are these ladies?”
“We are Dr. Uzomba’s students,” Jessica answered. “We are learning the stories
of Black women teachers.” She paused and looked to the sky above the big oak tree in the
front yard. “You know, I’d say we are learning about ourselves too.”
“This is a story you must know,” Mr. Davis sat down in a porch chair as I handed
him a glass of lemonade.
“It was in the year of 1969. Dr. D.F. Glover was the principal of our school
Negotiation started because the government for the state of Georgia had declared that there
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will be total integration among all schools and all counties beginning in the year 1970. That
negotiation started in 1968. Contract negotiation came up for our teachers in March of 1969.
And at that time, they did not renew any of the Black teachers' credentials, except for Mr.
Sanford, who was a state appointed professor. All the other teachers had to fill out resumes
and apply for a job and there was no guarantee that they was going to get a job.”
“That’s unfair,” Jessica stomped her foot.
“You’re telling me,” Mr. Davis continued. “What that meant was all the white students
who were graduating from college that year could come back to Pike County and other
surrounding counties and would get preference over experienced teachers that we already
had. That was one issue. The other issue was that they were going to demote Dr. Glover by
title—although he had a doctorate degree—they were going to put him underneath the
principal at the white school, which was at Pike County High. That man didn't even have a
master's degree! He just had a bachelor's.
Our senior class started to have meetings with Dr. Glover and the superintendent,
Harold T. Daniel. After the second meeting, Harold T. Daniel refused to meet with us if Dr.
Glover was present. We then contacted the local NAACP, SCLC, and everyone that we thought
could be of an influence to us for what we were trying to do. Our intent was never to march
out of that school. That was not our intent. Our intent was to get the issue resolved, so that our
teachers would have an opportunity to, to at least teach in Pike County.
When we called the SCLC group, they started pointing out stuff that we didn't even
think about: How can Pike County—in 1969—have a courthouse but nobody working in it
was Black? How can you have Pike County Extension, Health Department, Land Surveying
Department—but nobody Black. At that time, we had three or four banks in Pike County, but
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nobody that worked in the banks was Black. None of the grocery stores in Pike County had
Black employees, except for R. L. Strickland, who had a Black bag boy. So, in the midst of all
this, quite naturally, you ran into all types of resentment and resistance. We wanted change.
In response to our resistance, the County employed about 30 white people as deputies. Call
themselves trying to keep the Black people under control. So when they done that, we went
back to meet with Daniel again, and he refused to meet with us by appointment.
We got in the car and drove over to Zebulon to the superintendent's office. And we
walked in—budged our way in—and they called the police. You see, we had SCLC with us
that time, you know, they knew the law better than we did. They told us: ‘They cannot arrest
you. You are a citizen of this county. He's holding a county position and you are not
trespassing and you're not creating violence.’ We went back to the school and we made a
decision: We would walk out of the school. Now, we did not intend for the younger children to
walk out with us. Pike County Consolidated High had grades kindergarten through twelfth.
We walked back to Zebulon from Concord and we had prayer on the county courthouse lawn.
Dr. Glover was against this plan. He said, ‘I would prefer you all trying another way.’
And we told him we done done all we can do. We don't have no choice. There was four doors
in front of Pike County Consolidated High School. He blocked the first two doors and we went
out the side door.”
“That’s how we started our seven-mile walk from Pike County Consolidated High
School in Concord to the courthouse in Zebulon. And it was hot.” Mrs. Harris looked toward
the sky. “Hotter than today for sure. We were called so many racial slurs on the way. People
talking about us, calling us the N word. We would see people with chains on the back of the
trucks riding by us.
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“We wanted to make things better for us,” Mrs. Harris sat straight in her chair.
“Because we always got the used books--whatever we got was used. The white people had it
first then it was passed on to the Black schools. But the Black teachers, most of them were
more qualified than the white teachers at the white school.”
“And they decided to try to keep us from receiving our diplomas,” Mr. Davis said before
he sipped his lemonade.
“What does the Bible say?” Auntie Geneva raised her hand toward the ceiling. “He may
not come when you want him but He’s always on time. We got those diplomas!”
Our view of the porch began to rotate slowly, then faster until everything around us was
a blur. When we became still, we were sitting in the Pike County High School auditorium. I
looked over to see Aurora, Tiffany, and Jessica sitting next to me.
The sound of “Pomp and Circumstance” poured into the auditorium that I now noticed
was filled with people. A sea of shiny white gowns marched down the aisles.
“Is this a graduation?” Jessica looked puzzled. “They seem a little…old for a high
school graduation.”
Each graduate had a matching white cap with a hanging purple tassel. “PIKE COUNTY
CONSOLIDATED HIGH SCHOOL CLASS OF 1969,” Aurora read the banner posted on the
stage at the front of the auditorium.
The graduates marched up the steps and walked onto the stage (Figure 12). I spotted
Auntie Geneva immediately. She sat at the end of the stage beaming at the group under one of
her infamous and glorious church crowns. It was a glorious Black crown hat with an
extravagant bow placed at the front. She wore a stylish black-and-white long blazer over a dark
dress.
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The students and the audience clapped and cheered as she used her cane to
steady herself at the dark wooden podium.
“They really love her,” Tiffany whispered to Jessica. “I want to be that type of
teacher.”
“Right,” Jessica clapped with the crowd. “Can you imagine? Even after your
retirement, you still make sure you honor and advocate for your students!”
“I am so glad we are here,” Auntie Geneva began as the crowd became silent.
She looked over to the graduates and flashed her famous out-of-this-world smile. “We
have worked for this. You stood for what you believed in. Thank you for letting me be a
part of your history—your story. Thank you for allowing me to help you see this through.
I was determined—we all were—to see to this. You all know that I don’t start something
I won’t finish. I am glad we were able to finish this together. I love you all and I am
proud of you for becoming productive citizens even without your high school diploma.
I’m proud of you for doing what you thought you ought to do.”6

6

Geneva Woods’ speech at the Class of 1969 honorary graduate on March 3, 2018 (Pike County Journal-Reporter)
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Figure 18
PCCH Class of 1969 Graduation Ceremony in 2018

The audience roared in applause. Aurora wiped a tear from under her glasses. Tiffany
and Jessica stood up to join the applause. Before I could stand to join them, we began to rotate
again, the speed and blur shifting everything around us: We were back on the porch.
“This is better than any museum I’ve ever been to!” Jessica said as she eagerly leaned
forward.
Mr. Davis continued to tell us the story of the senior class of 1969 at Pike County
Consolidated High School, the school designated for Black students during segregation.
“She was determined that we were going to get our diplomas,” Mr. Davis fanned himself.
“We met probably Dr. Duncan and the vice superintendent, I would say probably 30 times
before we actually get to break the ice to even think about getting to receiving our diplomas.
And I remember the day that Dr. Duncan told us that this was a wrong suggestion, or wrong
gesture that had been done to the class of '69, and he was hoping that we could get together
and come together and correct the situation under his reign while he was superintendent of
Pike County. And, and that's what, that's what we done.” He joined hands with Auntie Geneva.
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“See,” Auntie Geneva pursed her lips. “I wasn’t even their teacher at the time—
back in 1969. I knew I still had a responsibility to these students—my babies.”
My vision became blurry. The tears in my eyes had begun to fog my virtual reality
glasses. I took them off to wipe the lenses.
Miss Julia sat in the corner of the room. She smiled as the students and I returned from
the porch.

Walking into new futures.
“Hey,” Jessica called her classmates. “There’s a mirror!” Jessica pointed to one of
the mirrors hanging on the wall. “I have been looking for a mirror all day on campus.
How hard is it to find something so I can see myself!”
Aurora rolled her eyes. “You haven’t noticed that there are mirrors at the exit of
each exhibit?”
“Yes, but they have been so blurry.” Jessica shrugged her shoulders. “Someone
needs to do some polishing around here.”
“You’ve been able to see yourself the entire time we’ve been in this museum.”
Aurora added.
Miss Julia’s hair twinkled in the light above as she continued to lead us to the next
exhibit. The color of her hair had evolved from soft strands of black and gray into a sea
of gray and white. I looked over to my students to see if they noticed the transformation.
They were taking a group selfie in the mirror to commemorate their first day of class.
We entered a room labeled 22nd Century above the door frame. Fresh white
canvases were neatly propped onto shiny black aluminum easels. Black metal stools
accompanied every easel. Matching three-tier utility carts of painting and drawing
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supplies were positioned on the left of each easel. Larger versions of the beveled mirror at the
entrance were mounted on the wall behind the canvases.
Miss Julia smiled as her eyes scanned the canvases.
“Beloved, it has been such a joy and honor to show you the exhibits.” Miss Julia rested
her hand on my shoulder. “Students, remember when you asked how do Black women teachers
persist? Well, you persist by remembering where you came from and passing that knowledge on
to the next generation. It does not diminish the hardships and duties we face daily, but it is
important to know the stock that drives the work you may find yourself doing.”
“Wow,” I looked at Miss Julia. I tasted saltiness in the corners of my mouth. Miss Julia
nodded her head as if she were signaling that I had her blessing to continue—to persist.
“What do we do with our glasses?” Aurora asked.
Miss Julia placed her mahogany pair of glasses on her face. “Keep them—in case you
need to visit the porch again.”
I looked at my students who had turned in my direction, seeking instruction from their
professor. A stream of light emerged around the museum docent and began to twist around her as
if she were firmly standing inside of a soft tornado until it reached the ceiling. The once-solid
image of Miss Julia vanished into a twirling light. The light split into different directions and
square screens are projected above each canvas. Each screen displayed different artifacts from
the exhibits.
“See,” Jessica smirked. “We didn’t need to take notes, but this is showing everything that
I learned today. It was already in us.”

116

“Now I have a better understanding of what teaching was like before and what it
can be with my own students.” Tiffany rubbed her chin and intently stared at her canvas.
She placed her clear VR glasses on a small black hook underneath her mirror.
Jessica noticed the clarity in the mirror hanging next to her canvas. “It’s clear
now! I can see myself even better.” She brushed her eyebrows with her finger and
reapplied her lip gloss. “I always assumed because I had many Black teachers in school, I
would know exactly what to do and what that means. Dr. Uzomba, starting at this
museum today really helped me realize that I must learn for myself.”
In the center of the exhibit room, a canvas rested on a large mahogany wooden
easel. I walked over to the easel and sat on the stool in front of it.
“Class, welcome to EDCI 3000.” I grabbed a paintbrush from the utility cart, and
we dreamed together.
~

~

~

A cool breeze tickled my toes. I opened my eyes to find myself in a dark room. I
was lying on top of my bed. The electric fan welcomed me back with waves of oscillating
gusts. I heard the water splashing in the kitchen sink and wooden spoons stirring
something in a pot.
“Pooh,” my mom called. “Are you awake?”
I looked toward the open door. I sat up in bed and stretched my arms to the ceiling. My
mom appeared at the doorway.
“How long was I asleep?” I rubbed my eyes.
“Long enough for me to do your hair,” she smiled.
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“So it was all a dream?” I pouted. “Auntie Geneva was there. Mr. Davis. And my
students!”
“Well, Auntie Geneva was here,” she sat on the edge of my bed. “I don’t know about the
rest of those folks.”
“It felt so real, Mommy,” I crossed my legs.
“Sometimes we can turn dreams into reality,” my mom caressed my cheek. “Your dreams
give you the guide—a story that takes what you know and merges with what you can do with
that knowledge. You transform that dream into something even greater.”
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Chapter 5
Discussion
My dissertation serves as my entrance into academia. I have heard often that a
scholar’s dissertation also serves as their introduction into their respective academic field.
As I spend days typing and retyping “Tenure-Track Assistant Professor Teacher
Education” in every academic job search engine I can find, including the Twitter search
bar, I remember my commitment to the field of teacher education and my greater
devotion to my community. As a (re)imaginer of the field, this dissertation shows, rather
than tells, my role in teacher education—a role that is only possible because of the work
of Anna Julia Cooper, Geneva Woods, and Brenda Flemister-Mathis. This study enacts a
way of reimagining teacher education within the traditions of Black women teachers.
Each woman highlighted in this study provides lessons for the next generation of Black
women teachers. Dr. Anna Julia Cooper, a pioneering philosopher in sociology,
education, and Black feminism, planted foundations that mark the significance of Black
women’s proximity to education and liberation.
The stories collected in this study illustrate how Black women teachers’ legacies
and lineages have persisted throughout since the late nineteenth century. I learned about
the intersecting pedagogies and practices of Black women teachers influenced by
Cooper’s early positioning of Black women as agents of liberation. Each generation of
Black women teachers experience new eras of political advancements (and regressions),
education policy, and school reform. Yet, one historical moment has had a lasting effect
on each generation of Black women teachers: school integration. It has been almost 70
years since the 1954 U.S. Supreme Court decision for Brown v. Board of Education of
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Topeka, Kansas. However, All Black women teachers in this study—from Cooper to myself—
have felt the effects of segregation. This study brings the stories, pedagogies, and practices of
Black women teachers—the influencers of liberatory teaching such as anti-racist pedagogies and
culturally sustaining pedagogy—to the forefront.
The mobilization of endarkened narrative inquiry as a form of historical ethnography
allowed me to illustrate the act of Sankofa in a unique way by (re)membering the past to
envision a new future for teacher education. Mackey (2021) noted the importance of endarkened
narrative inquiry to “reflect back to my participants the ways in which their agency was honored,
acknowledged, and celebrated” (p. 11). My use of endarkened narrative inquiry unveiled the
research process of attending to the intersectional positionalities of researcher and daughter. This
narrative illustrated the process of becoming and existing as a qualitative researcher, daughter,
and teacher educator as I “encounter and make sense of data through more than one way of
knowing” (Ellingson, 2008, p. 11). I walked in the steps of Fournillier (2010) and “write so that
others can read, interpret, possibly understand, and…make a difference” in the stories that I have
the power and agency to share (p. 60). Therefore, in this section I represent ways in which my
data answer my research questions through the story in Chapter 4, a move that adds to the
knowledge of Black women’s legacies and their ongoing contributions to schools, communities,
and the lives of their students, including me.
I utilized Wolcott’s (1994) three dimensions of data expression as a guide: description,
analysis, and interpretation. Description, as Wolcott (1994) explained, encourages researchers to
stay close to the information derived from and originally recorded in interviews. Analysis thus
pays attention to “essential features and the systematic description of interrelationships among
them” (p. 12). Interpretation in my study moved beyond descriptive facts and focused analysis; it
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allowed for probing and examining meanings and contexts within the data. In Chapter 4,
description, analysis, and interpretation took place simultaneously as I illustrated the findings
and the ways in which I bridged the interrelationships between Anna Julia Cooper and a
particular lineage of Black women teachers in the rural South. This chapter seeks to more
explicitly note data analysis, significance, and implications.
As a researcher and a storyteller (though these labels are one in the same for me),
I consistently pondered how to ensure that the narrative made way for the data to speak
for itself (Wolcott, 1994). The process of transforming data into endarkened storywork
employed data analysis in a way that humanized qualitative research. The interviews with
Auntie Geneva’s students and colleagues unearthed stories of 20th century Black women
teachers who embodied the philosophies and practices of ancestral Black women
teachers, and in particular, Anna Julia Cooper. Historical eras and social contexts shifted
the experiences of Black women across generations. Yet, the mission and connections to
pioneers like Cooper remained strong and steadfast. In Chapter 1, I presented the
ancestral legacy framework built on Cooper’s archival data in relation to her educational
philosophies and practices.
Description
Interviews with Auntie Geneva’s students, colleagues, and community members
created a large data set that told various stories of rural upbringings, student activism,
Black women teachers, and excellence and culture in Black schooling during segregation
in the rural South—to name a few. This study, however, required a specific examination
of stories that helped me better understand the ancestral legacies and lineages of Black
women teachers. What stories are being told that help us better understand Black women
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teachers? This question focused the larger data set into a “portion of an account” that allowed
me to focus on “the detail necessary for subsequent analysis or interpretation” (Wolcott, 1994, p.
21). Table 2 outlines the various stories that I identified in the study.
Table 2
Data stories
Data stories
Identity and presence
Knowledge
Social responsibility
Care and accountability
Persisting and surviving
Coming home
Cooper’s ancestral legacy framework (see Figure 1) illustrated the way I approached
preliminary data collection and analysis. This initial process influenced the significance and
development of my study and research questions. To examine the intersections of 20th century
Black women teachers and Cooper’s educational philosophies and practices, I had to consistently
refer back to Cooper’s numerous speeches, writings, and other archival material. The references
to Cooper throughout this study positioned her as a field mentor (Kornblum, 2004). To illustrate
the data analysis and interpretation in relation to Cooper’s legacy, she appeared as two characters
in the dream. We first met Cooper as Miss Julia, the museum docent, who leads the characters
through the exhibits in the museum. Miss Julia’s physical appearance begins to evolve and grow
older as the story progresses and the characters move further into the future exhibits. This
character was significant because she illustrated the relationship between researcher and field
mentor in this study: She was the guide and the inspiration. In the virtual reality porch, I also cast
Cooper as herself in the presence of elders and ancestors.
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Figure 19
Updated Framework of Cooper’s Philosophies with Present-Day Teacher Experiences

After collecting and analyzing data, I created an updated conceptual framework to express the
ways in which Anna Julia Cooper’s philosophies and practices intersected with that of modern
Black women teachers in the rural South (Figure 13).
From my archival study of Cooper’s writings, I curated five themes: Identity,
accountability, social responsibility, located knowledge, and pedagogy as activism.
Figure 1 demonstrates how the stories of Auntie Geneva, her students, and her colleagues
intersect with Cooper’s philosophies and practices. In this chapter, I join the reader in an
intermission of the narrative and more explicitly walk through the stories of Black
women teachers in the rural South.
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Stories
In this section, I share how certain scenes, characters, and moves in the narrative illustrate the
data stories in this study. Specifically, the section identifies the significance of the museum
exhibits on identity and presence, knowledge, and pedagogies in a way that captures the essence
of the lineage stories. This section also delineates Black women teachers’ stories related to
persistence and survival and the act of returning home in the narrative.
Identity and Presence
In my first interview with Mrs. Brenda, she stated that she understood the power of her presence
as a Black teacher in a predominantly White community:
“I knew that if I left, they would replace me with a white person. So I made it a goal to
stay there as you know, even though other counties pay, you know much more, but I felt
like that was where God needed me to be. And that's where I wanted it to be because I
wanted the Black girls and Black boys to see that, you know, you can, you can achieve
and you can do this too.”
Her words resonated with me in the interview, because that is the exact presence she provided in
my identity development as a Black girl. Mrs. Brenda was one of three Black women teachers I
had in middle school. During my seventh-grade year in her class, Mrs. Brenda nominated me for
science camps and programs so that I could have opportunities to travel to different colleges.
This early exposure to college helped to solidify my confidence in understanding higher
education could be an option for my future.
In the museum exhibit, I curated an experience that allowed the students to see the
evolution of Black women teachers throughout history, including present-day teachers. This
exhibit elevates the beauty of the Black women teacher lineage in a way that honors our
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similarities and differences. I show that through the differing descriptions of the portraits.
Jessica’s character shares insight in the power of having Black women teachers as she explains
that she is familiar with Dr. Cooper: “I don’t know much, but I know her name. My high school
literature teacher had her photograph pasted on her classroom wall.” Aurora represents Black
girls who did not have many Black women teachers in their K-12 schooling. For her, the exhibit
and the porch help her to further understand her identity as a Black woman and as a teacher.
Knowledge: Unique and Located for Black students
Black women teachers in this study used their unique knowledge from experience
to impart wisdom and understand their own communities. Auntie Geneva and Mrs.
Brenda taught in predominantly white schools. Because of their experiences and
upbringing during segregation and post-integration, their instructional practices extended
beyond science curriculum, especially for Black students. Mrs. Brenda believed that
Auntie Geneva embraced Black students in a specific way because of her experiences as
a Black student in segregated schools and later the first Black woman teacher in an
integrated school:
I think because she knew the path that she had to take, you know, just being the first
Black teacher there in this school. And she knew that, you know that it was different for
us being in that school, because of the fact that we were Black at that time, you know, it
was kind of like a half and half or a 60/40. She wanted us to do the best that we could and
I learned that from her because I tried to do my students the same way and motivate
them: You can do this, you can do more than what you do, and you can do better. And
that's the motivation that she gave us.
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In Chapter 4, the virtual reality porch also symbolized the transfer of unique knowledge from the
elders to the students and me. Each time an ancestor or elder shared wisdom with my group, they
also physically engaged in acts of sharing. Mrs. Brenda hands Aurora a fan as they share similar
experiences of having few Black women teachers in their schooling. The elders are already
drinking ice cold lemonade on the porch. When Cooper shares wisdom on accountability and
care, she pours lemonade into the empty glasses of the daughters—my group of students.
I included the photograph of Auntie Geneva in the Pedagogies of Black Teachers exhibit
because of both what is shown and nots shown. In the photograph, Auntie Geneva (whom these
students called Mrs. Woods) is standing at the front of the class holding a chalkboard pointer.
Only two students are fully visible in the photograph: Two white male students. The hair of
another student is partially visible. Black students not visible in the photograph. Notes on
enzymes are written on the board and the stories of students in this study allowed me to assume
that the students in this photograph are taking Mrs. Woods’s infamous and copious class notes.
Auntie Geneva’s posture is confident—she is standing in a similar fashion to what neoliberal
school reform programs and practices like Teach Like a Champion (Lemov, 2014) encourage
teachers to emulate (but that is for another day and another paper). It is clear that she is a science
teacher imparting scientific knowledge to her students. What we cannot see is what her student
Mr. Davis described:
Mrs. Woods was a teacher that came through the life of, I'll say, lasting integration and
segregation, where the lifestyle, it was beginning to change, and that Black folks were
given opportunities to expose their ability to compete in lives, and things of this nature.
And she just happened to be a person that came along with the ability to teach, share, and
influence other people…. She was the person that was letting us know that those times
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were going to change. And that we would have to be to the point that we adapt ourselves
and our knowledge that was given to us... Because those teachers came from a schooling
where they had to learn how to, to be a survivor, in a world that, where black people or
people of color did not have the opportunity that others had. And we was also taught that,
you know, you could be free all you want to. But if you're not given an opportunity to
succeed, that you would not be succeeding.
Mr. Davis remarks on Auntie Geneva’s direct influence for Black students at a crucial time in
their lives and in the social climate of the rural South in the late 1960s. In addition to the
knowledge Auntie Geneva had and shared, she also embodied care and accountability in her
pedagogy—two more qualities from Cooper’s framework.
Care and Accountability
Auntie Geneva exemplified a firm belief in the power of care and accountability for her
students, colleagues, and community (Irvine & Hill, 1990). Her students and colleagues linked
pedagogies of care and accountability to their experiences with Black teachers at Pike County
Consolidated High School, and specifically to Auntie Geneva. These notions of care and
accountability mirrored the essence of Black women teachers at PCCHS and many all-Black
schools during Jim Crow segregation in the South. Anna Julia Cooper (1893) noted the power of
Black women nestled in Black community schools:
The work in these schools, and in such as these, has been like the little leaven hid in the
measure of meal, permeating life throughout the length and breadth of the Southland,
lifting up ideals of home and of womanhood; diffusing a contagious longing for higher
living and purer thinking, inspiring woman herself with a new sense of her dignity in the
eternal purposes of nature. (para 2.)
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Auntie Geneva, who was raised in schools with Black teachers and Black students, carried these
teaching traditions with her when she was forced to integrate Pike County High School. In
Chapter 4, Anna Julia Cooper and Auntie Geneva discuss the interconnectedness of their
philosophies and pedagogies of care and accountability as they shared their lemonade and stories
of their teaching.
In the next generation, Mrs. Brenda transformed the care and accountability she received
from Auntie Geneva into her own approaches to teaching and community service. She held high
expectations that earned the respect of her community and her colleagues. Local educators
pushed for their children to be put in Mrs. Brenda’s science class:
They put them in my class. Afterwhile they would say I was too hard on them, and it
didn't really matter because I didn't lower the standards even though they were their
children. You put them in here so, you know, they have to do the work.
During Mrs. Brenda’s tenure at PCHS, the student body became more and more white as Black
families left to be closer to Atlanta. By the time I entered Mrs. Brenda’s class as a student, I was
one of the few Black students in the school, and my family was one of the few left in the county
after many Black families left because of the treatment of the Class of 1969 and the displacement
of entire schools of teachers and administrators. But my family was not completely alone or
without community; I always felt loved, supported, and lifted up. However, I was also keenly
aware of being surrounded by white classmates and racial prejudice (Thomas, 2021).
Persisting and Surviving for and with Their Communities
Black women teachers in this study carried a tradition of surviving for their communities
and with their communities. Irvine (1986) noted that “underlying ideological and philosophical
positions held by members of a group come into sharper focus during times of social, political, or
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economic upheaval” (p. 508). The stories of Black women teachers in the rural South
were interwoven in the socio-political landscape of the integration of schools, the Civil
Rights Movement, and the shifting landscape of Black and white families moving closer
and further apart from each other within the community. Throughout the data analysis,
my inquiry began to shape an answer to Miles’s (2021) question: “How did [Black
women] maintain their will across generations in bleak times?” (p. 299). To better
understand how these women persisted while also surviving in historical eras of change
and upheaval, I adapted the idea of the Black woman teacher’s office to the familiar
comfort of the front porch where I learned as a daughter in this community.
My journey as researcher journey involved piecing together porch stories of a
small rural town to further examine the underrepresentation of Black women teachers and
its effects on future teachers (Kirkpatrick, 2021). Specifically, this study helped me to
understand from both personal and historical perspectives how desegregation was an
infringement on the lineage of Black women teachers.
The story of Pike County Consolidated High School mirrors that of other allBlack schools during the Jim Crow era in the South (Siddle Walker, 1996). These schools
experienced limited resources and funds, yet their teachers, administrators, and
community ensured that they thrived. Teachers and graduates of Pike County
Consolidated High School, the all-Black school, recalled rich stories of school culture,
spirit, and excellence:
[The teachers] knew what our students needed, and we did all we could to provide it.
Even though the funds were not available, we would go out and have little activities that
would bring in funds. In fact, there was a baby grand piano, and we needed one. We got
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the piano, and then they gave it over to the white school. Then when we needed stuff, and
things, you know, for our children, a lot of the things we as teachers, we are the ones who
had to go out and try to make sure they were not left behind totally. We had a lot of
activities with little dances and contests and one class competed against another class
with a queen. We would raise a little money—funds—to help support the needs of the
children.
Integration of public schools in the U.S. presented a consequence that many Black
education scholars like W. E. B du Bois (1935) foretold in their critiques of desegregation. Black
schools began to close and Black teachers and administrative faculty were forced to resign or
accept demotions in position and pay. Black students lost role models who not only knew them
on a personal level, but had a unique understanding of their communities, cultural identities, and
individual situations (Lutz, 2017).
Teachers like Auntie Geneva were forced to integrate into previously all-White schools
as one of the only Black teachers. Highly qualified and respected Black teachers and principals
were demoted to lower positions in the integrated schools. In response, they resigned from their
positions and relocated to other cities. For small, rural communities like Pike County, Georgia,
the displacement of Black teachers and administrative faculty meant a loss of community
members. When discussing desegregation, displacement refers to the “firing, non-hiring,
demotion or forcible transfer of southern Black educators” following Brown v. Board of
Education (Kirkpatrick, 2021, p. 311). Colleague Ms. Beaulah Owens followed in Auntie
Geneva’s footsteps: She grew up in Pike County and returned to teach in her community after
completing college.
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Our background was a good background, but we didn't have those tools or the equipment
that a regular school would have had in order to teach you to prepare you for [science]
and going off to college. But somehow [Geneva] managed to, you know, go into that
field, and I said, ‘Well if she’s coming out of the same area—I mean—I don't see why I
can't do the same thing.
For seven years, Ms. Owens worked as a science teacher and head basketball coach for PCCHS
before relocating to Atlanta in response to the district’s integration hiring plans:
In the process, the superintendent told me that I would not be a coach, and they were
going to hire another coach. And I would be sitting on the sideline. And I just refused to
do that. Because I figured I was going to be a token. Where then I would be trying mostly
to keep the girls intact.
Between 1954 and 1972, over 31,000 Black teachers in the South lost their jobs
due to displacement. Mrs. Mathis’s experiences illustrated the generation that followed
and learned from the Black women teachers after desegregation of public schools in the
U.S. South. The role and responsibility of Black women teachers in this era remained
devoted to liberatory practices. ross (2021) references this era as the afterlife of school
segregation. Now, the growing number of Black students in public schools were no
longer being taught by Black teachers, further perpetuating fatigue and isolation in the
work of Black women teachers, especially in the contexts of this study. Mrs. Brenda used
her spirituality and her mission to persist:
[I had] a lot of prayer going on. I knew that I had a job to do and just knowing that I was
there because there were black kids there, that kept me going, I would not have wanted to
leave and them not have a black teacher. That really kept me going.
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Mrs. Brenda shares stories that illustrated how she and her few Black women colleagues
persisted in resistance to unfair school policies and practices. During our follow-up interview,
Mrs. Brenda reminded me of another Black woman teacher in the middle school. She was a
highly qualified math teacher yet experienced unfair demotion and displacement. This not only
affected the teacher, but affected the learning experiences of her students:
She was probably more qualified than some of the ones they put in that position to teach
those classes. To me, that crippled the kids, because they didn't get the kind of teaching
that they could have gotten, because of the racism and the prejudice. [The administrators]
didn't say it out loud, but their actions [showed] this wasn't right... They're going to stick
together through thick, thin, and in-between.
In response, Black women teachers, like Mrs. Brenda, used these lessons as motivation to
continue for and with their students and their communities. These stories are significant in what
they offer teacher education. Keeping the traditions of Black women teachers reminds us where
we have come but also prepare us for new futures of freedom.
Coming Home and Anticipating Teachers for the 22nd Century
In remembering Black women teachers, we learn their stories. In learning the stories of
Black women teachers, we unearth the origin of rich pedagogical philosophies and practices. In
chapter 2, I shared the importance of “coming home” in relation to my Auntie Geneva and her
death. Yet, the idea of coming home continued to call to me in two key pieces of the study: In my
reflective journaling and in stories the Black women teachers shared in interviews.
In interviews, the teachers shared that although they traveled outside of their rural
hometowns to attend college, they returned home to begin their teaching careers. I found an
example of how differences in schooling contexts can shift the legacies and missions of Black
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women teachers. Black women teachers like Auntie Geneva and Ms. Owens were raised in a
segregated schooling era. Mrs. Brenda was a student in the same district after the desegregation
of schools. Mrs. Brenda represents the generation of students that immediately followed
integration. In my conversations with her, I found outcomes that contrasted with my experience
in a different, later era of being one of few Black students in a predominantly white public school
in the rural South. As her story character expresses, Mrs. Brenda utilized her schooling
experiences as motivation to return home to teach, especially as a role model and nurturer of
Black students. As I listened to the stories that centered on the importance of returning home to
teach—even in evolving historical eras—I reflected on the reasons why I felt differently. Would
I have followed in their footsteps if I knew the fuller story and history of Black women teachers
in my hometown?
Symbols
The data stories of this study unearthed how lineages of Black women teachers in the
South have persisted through their unique presence, forms of knowledge, and pedagogical
practices. In this section, I discuss the symbols in the narrative that further represent the data.
Mirrors and Canvases
I used mirrors and canvases as symbols that represented how the data are
consistent with current literature on Black women teachers’ experiences. Future Black
teachers like Jessica do not see themselves represented in their teacher preparation
programs. Mirrors further showed that Black women are underrepresented and ignored in
the origin stories of education history and philosophy (May, 2007), and the mirrors
provide a space for these teachers to (re)member their elders and identify themselves as
important contributors and knowledge holders for their students and the next generation
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of potential teachers. As the group moved through the museum and visited the porch of the
elders, the mirrors became clearer. In the moment that Jessica could see herself, she asserted her
full self as someone whose work has a proud and rich lineage to draw from and continue as she
begins her own teaching experiences.
The canvases in the final exhibit room represent the new possibilities that present and
future Black women teachers can create from the knowledge of ancestral lineages. In the story,
Miss Julia guided the group until we reached the final room. There, she passed her role onto me
as the professor. Her final words to me in that scene were indicative of the faith and trust she had
in what she taught us during our museum visit.
Front Porch In Chapter 3, I presented an illustration that (re)members and (re)imagines Anna
Julia Cooper’s vision and mission of the colored woman’s office as the Black woman teacher’s
office (see Figure 4). This image helped me to represent visually how Cooper’s pedagogical
philosophies and guidance influenced this study. Analyzing the data from womanist and
daughtering standpoints encouraged me to remember the power of the porch in my childhood
memories, Southern Black social traditions, and Black literary traditions (Harris, 1997; Nunley,
2011). Chapter 4 further illustrated the Black woman teacher’s office as the front porch. The
porch is significant because it portrayed the intersections of historical and present-day elements
of Black women teachers, demonstrated the act of daughtering in the data collection, analysis
and representation, and embodied traditional forms of Black storytelling traditions. “The porch
reflects a valuing of communal interaction; the transmission of communal knowledge, ritual, and
information through extrafamilial contact; and a different conception of the separation of private
and public spheres” (Nunley, 2011, p. 62). Here, I positioned the porch as a “hush harbor”—a
sacred place that resisted the “oppressive gaze of white privilege where African Americans can
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speak their minds and practice some of the pleasures they usually keep to themselves” (Nunley,
2011). Ten-year-old Asia was so comforted in this space that she could sleep as her mother
greased her scalp, and in that comfort she dreamed a future for Black women teachers to see
themselves in and their past as they began a teacher education program.
I conceived the front porch as the gathering place, the humble prize, the window,
and the stage (Burch, 2018). The porch was where daughtering and the passing on of
knowledge took place for multiple generations of women. For example, I positioned
myself as both a daughter-researcher on the porch in the following scene:
I looked over to the women on the porch who all raised their hands briefly as a response
to the car. Though the car had reached the stop sign at the end of the street, I followed
suit and raised my hand too.
Later in the story, I used the sharing of lemonade—a porch staple—on the virtual reality porch to
represent how the wisdom from stories and experiences of Black women teachers are passed
down to the next generation. Each time lemonade was poured into an empty glass or passed to
another woman, the transmission of wisdom—often a mutual act—takes place.
It is not enough to simply increase efforts to recruit Black women teachers into
the field. As Acosta et al. (2018) noted, the present and forthcoming generation of
teachers “require attending to their various cultural and ethnic histories, cultivating their
practice and professional lives and supporting a successful experience for them once
deployed in schools” (p. 351). This dissertation illuminated a way to embrace the
pedagogical and philosophical excellence found in the histories of Black women teachers.
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Significance
The historical and personal stories in this study represent the voices and pedagogical
excellence of an underrepresented population in education research: Black women teachers in the
rural South. This study and these stories are important because they increase our understanding
of the rich lineage found in generations of Black women teachers in the South. Longstanding
traditions of mobilizing identity, knowledge, and pedagogy as a means toward liberation are
nestled in the stories of Auntie Geneva and Mrs. Brenda. These stories also illustrated how
understanding these longstanding traditions helped them to persist and survive in their rural
communities. Auntie Geneva embodied and passed on the caring force of early Black women
teachers (Irvine & Hill, 1990). From Auntie Geneva’s legacy, Mrs. Brenda translated those
teaching philosophies and moves in her own practice as a teacher-encourager (Dingus, 2003;
Dixson & Dingus, 2008). Mrs. Brenda encouraged all of her students, but especially her Black
students, to achieve beyond their limits. I am the product of this lineage. This study pushes the
literature on Black women teachers and their pedagogies, experiences, and knowledges forward,
as it considers the unique stories from the South.
Boundaries of Inquiry
Miles (2021) offers a reminder in understanding and honoring the boundaries of historical
research: “Interpretations of the past never are nor can they be [final]” (p. 304). How we
approach and carry out historical research that embodies the act of (re)membering does,
however, evolve over time. These shifts occur as researchers unearth new sources, ask fresh
questions, and grapple with cultural transformations (Miles, 2021). With this in mind, this
section discusses the boundaries of this study, including additional questions, potential future
research, and areas that fall outside of this study’s focus. This study is bounded and situated in
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certain contexts that can determine the reader’s decision of its usefulness and transferability
(Marshall & Rossman, 2016). This study specifically exposed the field to an example of the
ways in which ancestral legacies and traditions of Black women teachers persist throughout
generations in the South. This study did not claim to encompass or represent the experiences and
histories of all Black women teachers or all teachers in general. Yet, this study provided a
practical understanding of how the past informs the present and future (Cooper, 1892; Dash,
1991; Dillard, 2021). Further research on the ancestral legacies of teachers within different
regional, racial, socioeconomic, political, and gender contexts can help inform future
considerations for improvement of teacher education and combat existing racist practices and
policies in the education’s history in the United States. For example, my master’s thesis
(Thomas, 2018) unearthed Catherine Beecher’s White Lady Bountiful legacy and examined its
persistence in problematic public discourses and images of effective teachers of Black students.
Other scholars like Givens (2021) have begun to unearth the foundations and philosophies of
Carter G. Woodson in understanding the art of Black teaching. Further research on Black
teachers from the past could utilize my study as a foreground for tracing the persistence of
traditions and legacies in present-day practices and pedagogies.
Implications
While this study offers readers narrative and historical insights into the experiences of
Black women teachers in the rural South, the intergenerational legacy of Auntie Geneva on her
students over the past 50 years, and the connections that I have a student and teacher to all the
women illustrated here, there are also implication for researchers, rural teachers, teacher
educators, and communities.
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Implications for Researchers
First, this study lays out how endarkened storywork can be used as a tool for unearthing
educational philosophies. Moving beyond counternarratives, I provide a way to expand what we
know about Black women teachers across generations, regions, and social class. “White men
have had the luxury of knowing that they are making history” (Phillips & McCaskill, 2016, p.
86). Yet, Auntie Geneva and the lineage that follows in her footsteps have not had such luxury—
no museums of education focused entirely on the contributions of Black women teachers
exists...yet. I offer the imagined future in this dissertation as a call for more stories of these
teachers from the rural and urban South and across the United States; I also offer this narrative of
past and potential future as a response to the need for Black women to have more knowledge of
where they come from.
There is currently a movement that calls for more open access to research journals and
articles. In education, this call is significant as we consider the gatekeeping of knowledge and
how much of what scholars research and write is often only accessible to those in higher
education institutions. Endarked narrative inquiry and endarked storywork acknowledges the
Black storytelling traditions as a rigorous and accessible form of qualitative research.
This writing process gave me a greater understanding of the pioneers on whose shoulders
I proudly stand. Furthermore, this study is a qualitative example of “feeling the reverberations of
their brilliance under our feet [so that] we just might be able to channel them in ways that [allow]
us to make thunder of our own” (Hordge-Freeman, 2018, p. 8). It is important that education
researchers continue to embrace nontraditional qualitative research methods and I offer this study
as a contribution to that methodological path.
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Implications for Rural Teachers
Next, this study unearthed a specific voice that is often overlooked and unheard in
educational research: The Black woman teacher in the rural South. Anna Julia Cooper
(1892) believed in the beauty and knowledge of the Black woman in the South:
One of the most singular facts about the unwritten history of this country is the
consummate ability with which Southern influence, Southern ideas and Southern ideals,
have from the very beginning even up to the present day, dictated to and domineered over
the brain and sinew of this nation. (p. 97)
The stories crafted in this study allow readers to learn directly from the words of Black women
teachers in the South. This study positions everyday Black women teachers in the South as
generators, interpreters, and validators of knowledge whose stories embody theories and methods
for future considerations of teacher preparation (Phillips & McCaskill, 2006). Therefore, the
stories these teachers embodied in their generational traditions also further demonstrate a fuller
picture of educational possibilities for the entire nation, not just the rural South.
All Black women in the United States experience oppression based on their
intersectional identities. Yet, Black women—their stories, their experiences, and their
forms of knowledge—are multifaceted. The stories of Black women teachers with rural
upbringings presented an opportunity to refine what we know about Black girlhood and
womanhood in educational contexts. Future research can further interrogate the
interconnectedness of the experiences of Black girls in predominantly White schools in
the rural South and their future careers as classroom teachers in their home communities.
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Implications for Teacher Educators
To attend to the education of future teachers, this study calls for teacher educators to
consider the philosophies, practices, and legacies they use extent to prepare the next generations
of teachers, especially Black women teachers. Teacher educators can help cultivate new futures
by advocating for teacher preparation and interdisciplinary course offerings that position the
early philosophies of Black women teachers as knowledge holders with an important and lasting
influence in teacher education. I pose this question to my future teacher education colleagues:
How does your course syllabus reflect the rich heritage of Black women teachers?
hooks (1994) noted that “learning is a place where paradise can be created” (p. 207). In
this study, paradise rests in the future of teacher education. Not necessarily a place of tropical
breezes and piña coladas, but a future—informed by rich ancestral legacies—of radical openness
toward freedom (hooks, 1994). This research adds to what we know about Black women teachers
and what they carry—their pedagogies and their experiences—in K-12 schooling.
Concomitantly, this work reimagines teacher education in a way that begins with the intellectual
riches of Black women teachers in education’s origin story. The data contained a beautiful story
of how Black women teachers have nurtured ancestral lineages and legacies and emphasized the
need, in past, present, and future, for Black women teachers and teacher educators.
Implications for Community
As a child, I was encouraged to use my educational achievements as a vehicle to travel
beyond the county limits and pursue infinite possibilities. This study demonstrated an example of
what happens when young Black girls return to their rural communities and realize the rich
heritage that remains. In doing so, we (re)position our rural community as a fertile ground for the
production of knowledge in teacher education.
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Currently, scholars and education reformers ponder policy initiatives to increase the
recruitment and retention of Black teachers. I argue that recruitment and retention efforts can be
strengthened once teacher education and K-12 institutions prioritize sustaining Black women
teachers. hooks (1990) reminded us that “one of the most vital ways we sustain ourselves is by
building communities of resistance, places where we know we are not alone” (p. 213). In the
context of this study, teacher educators and schooling institutions co-constructed communities of
resistance for teachers through (re)membering Black women teachers’ lineages in order to shape
how we prepare the next generation of practitioners.
Conclusion
This study elevated the legacy and philosophies of Anna Julia Cooper through an
intergenerational study of Auntie Geneva Woods and illustrated the possibilities of crafting a
“new mosaic history of our oppositional educational legacies” (May, 2007, p. 172). This
dissertation argued that from the gardens of Anna Julia Cooper, we find powerful origin stories
of educational philosophies and practices that Black women teachers readily embodied in their
pedagogy. How can we expect all teachers, especially Black women teachers, to thrive when
teacher education only prioritizes preparation and development that centers dominant, white
discourses and philosophies on teaching? Teacher education can also nurture the herstories and
legacies of Black women teachers to support the longevity of their presence and practice. This
study also speaks to the unapologetic and transformative pedagogy of Black women teachers in
the South during historical eras, such as desegregation, who embodied Cooper’s legacies in the
offices, classrooms, and spaces they created in their communities. My mother always told me:
“Don’t forget where you come from.” I have the esteemed privilege of honoring and lifting up
the stories and legacies of my aunt Geneva Woods and my home community while also
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culminating my extensive research on Anna Julia Cooper during my doctoral program. I cannot
see a better way to introduce myself to the field of teacher education with such a contribution.
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APPENDICES
Appendix A Community Gathering Interview Protocol
Community Gathering Interview
Thank you for reading and completing the informed consent form before our interview. My
name is Asia Thomas, and this interview is a component of my dissertation. This interview will
last approximately 90 minutes. I am interested in learning more about your experience with Mrs.
Geneva Woods as your schoolteacher/colleague/employee. I encourage you to share your stories
with respect to Mrs. Woods and your own ideas and observations about the time and place of
these stories.
Discussion 1: Re(introductions)
What is your current work and location?
How long have you/did you live in Pike County?
What has kept you around? What influenced you to leave?
Describe the community in your opinion.
Discussion 2: Schooling Experiences
What was it like to be a student in Pike County school system?
What did you enjoy most about school?
What did you enjoy least about school?
What were your teachers like? (Personality, race, gender, and other descriptors)
For Class of 1969: Walk me through the student walkout in 1969. What happened? How did it
influence you in your life? How did it feel to be recognized in 2018?
Discussion 3: Auntie Geneva as teacher
What were your interactions with Mrs. Woods as a teacher?
What was it like to be her student?
What did you learn from her?
How would you describe her legacy?
Closing
Are there any relevant topics that you would like to discuss that I may have missed?
What questions should I have asked to fully understand your experience with Mrs. Woods?
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Appendix B Individual Interview Protocol
Ancestral legacy Individual Interview
Students/Non-teachers
Thank you for reading and completing the informed consent form before our interview. My
name is Asia Thomas, and this interview is a component of my dissertation. This interview will
last approximately 90 minutes. I am interested in learning more about your experience with Mrs.
Geneva Woods as your schoolteacher/colleague/employee. I encourage you to share your stories
with respect to Mrs. Woods and your own ideas and observations about the time and place of
these stories.
1. Describe your schooling experiences (name of school, time, racial makeup of students,
etc).
2. What history/events/political movements were going on during your time in school? How
did that impact your schooling?
3. What subject and grade did you have Mrs. Woods as your teacher?
4. How would you describe Mrs. Woods in three words? Why?
5. What do you remember most about Mrs. Woods?
6. Describe a typical day/period in Mrs. Woods’ classroom.
7. How would you describe her way of teaching/pedagogy? What type of teacher was she?
8. Why do you think she taught this way? What would you say influenced her teaching?
9. How, if any way, did Mrs. Woods influence you as a student? Teacher? Person?
10. What information about your experiences and ideas of Mrs. Woods were you not able to
share during dinner/community gathering?
11. Walk me through your experience with honoring her in January 2022 at the plaque
reveal.
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Appendix C Individual Interview Protocol
Ancestral legacy Individual Interview protocol
Students/Family/Teachers
Thank you for reading and completing the informed consent form before our interview. My
name is Asia Thomas, and this interview is a component of my dissertation. This interview will
last approximately 90 minutes. I am interested in learning more about your experience with Mrs.
Geneva Woods as your schoolteacher/colleague/employee. I encourage you to share your stories
with respect to Mrs. Woods and your own ideas and observations about the time and place of
these stories.
1. Describe your schooling experiences (name of school, time, racial makeup of students,
etc).
2. What history/events/political movements were going on during your time in school? How
did that impact your schooling?
3. What subject and grade did you have Mrs. Woods as your teacher?
4. How would you describe Mrs. Woods in three words? Why?
5. What do you remember most about Mrs. Woods?
6. Describe a typical day/period in Mrs. Woods’ classroom.
7. How would you describe her way of teaching/pedagogy? What type of teacher was she?
8. Why do you think she taught this way? What would you say influenced her teaching?
9. How, if any way, did Mrs. Woods influence you as a student? Teacher? Person?
Questions about participants’ pedagogy
10. Describe your journey to teach? (i.e. decision to teach, subject, grade, school/entry,
number of years, etc)
11. What was it like being one of the few Black women teachers in your school?
12. Describe your teaching/pedagogy. What influenced your teaching?
13. What historical events and movements were going on during your time as a teacher? How
did that impact your teaching?
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Appendix D Individual Interview Protocol
Ancestral legacy Individual Interview protocol
Colleagues
Thank you for reading and completing the informed consent form before our interview. My
name is Asia Thomas, and this interview is a component of my dissertation. This interview will
last approximately 90 minutes. I am interested in learning more about your experience with Mrs.
Geneva Woods as your schoolteacher/colleague/employee. I encourage you to share your stories
with respect to Mrs. Woods and your own ideas and observations about the time and place of
these stories.
1. Describe your journey into teaching? (i.e., decision to teach, subject, grade, school/entry,
number of years, etc)
2. What historical events and movements were going on during your time as a teacher? How
did that impact your teaching? What was it like being a Black women teacher in Pike
County during this time?
3. Describe your teaching/pedagogy. What were your goals for students? What were your
goals as a teacher? What influenced your teaching?
4. In what capacity did you work with Mrs. Woods?
5. How would you describe Mrs. Woods in three words? Why?
6. What do you remember most about Mrs. Woods?
7. Describe a typical day/period in Mrs. Woods’ classroom.
8. How would you describe her way of teaching/pedagogy? What type of teacher was she?
9. Why do you think she taught this way? What would you say influenced her teaching?
10. How, if any way, did Mrs. Woods influence you as a student? Teacher? Person?

